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Why can't | leave today, and escape your funny ways.. 


Author's Notes: 
The fact the game was cancelled bugged me to no end. This is my take of it. Filiiction at it's finest (not). 


All those warnings of the world ending 2012.. Perhaps there was some truth in all those prophecies, some 
made as far as centuries ago. That nuclear war caused the Earth itself to retaliate with a series of volcanic 
eruptions, ruining 10% of the whole globe. There was no way to travel quickly any longer, the survivors would 
live the rest of their lives in uncertainty about what happened to relatives and friends. All borders were 
forgotten. Nobody remembered where the Koreas were divided; the shape of Finland, the maiden lifting her 
hand in greeting, was forgotten by the world. But not by those who still lived in the now-deserted country. 
Nuclear winter covered everything in a freezing blanket of snow and ice, the radiation creating creatures that 


terrified even a grown man. 


Those with firepower ruled and started fighting to gain more power, and more resources, that were rumning 
out. Pointless, some would say but those quarrels are bound to spread worldwide, slowly but surely. Now, after 
eight years of constant fighting, the battles had forced their way into the North. The ever-present clouds 


were casting the lands in endless shadows and the cloud of malice spread the fastest. 


VE WERE W Kw 


Why can't I leave today, and escape your funny ways, you are a one person riof, far in the horizon, done for the 
day 


VE WEREW Kw 


Bullets ricocheted off the boulder as two men hid behind it. Dressed in thick, grey-colored parkas and pants 
against the constant sub-zero temperatures, they had been an easy target for a group of fire-armed men in 


armor. Rocky terrain hid them better, but there was no way out of the dead end they were forced to retreat. 


Another one of them took a peek around the huge, frost-covered rock, only to pull back when a bullet whizzed 


past his ear. 
"You idiot! Wanna get shot in the head? Youngsters nowadays." the other one hissed and hit his companion. 


"Jesus. They opened fire against obviously unarmed civilians!" the younger raved quietly and pulled back his 
hood to reveal long reddish-orange hair, all in knots after wearing the hood. His round cheeks were reddish 


from the cold and his blue eyes burned with determination. 


"Well, with that constant gunfire, they don't realize we ain't doing anything else but hiding.." the older man said, 
trying to force his blond hair away from his eyes. They froze when the gunfire ceased and soon they heard 
the crunching of snow beneath boots. They both noticed the slight shadow moving towards them. Younger 
spared one look at his friend, before jumping up at the approaching enemy, in a desperate attempt to gain 
upper hand in this situation. 


With sheer luck, his fist caught the man's throat, and the fool had taken off his helmet to see better in the 
dull daylight. When the heavily armed foe fell on the ground gasping for air, the redhead had enough time to 
wrestle the gun out of his grip and shoot him dead, point blank. The rest of the troop stared at the sight, 

shocked until one of them understood to open fire again. Hastily taking a few grenades from the dead guy, he 


tossed them to his friend. He ducked behind another boulder when a grenade was thrown and was almost 


knocked flat on his face by the blast. 


Silence. The redhead peeked to look at the spot where the troop had been. Bodies everywhere around a rather 
impressive crater. He carefully got up, shaking his head to make his ears stop ringing. He locked gazes with his 
friend and took a few steps toward him. Then a single gunshot sliced the air and flesh, splattering blood on the 
icy ground. Two guns clattered to the ground. 


"Jani! JANI!" the older screamed and scrambled to his feet. He caught the redhead when he fell, a pained 
scream leaving an echo to re-live the pain. The bullet had gone through Janis left thigh, blood starting to paint 
the gray fabric dark red. Too fast for Timo's liking. He set the younger down on the ground and tried to find 
something to make even a bit decent and working makeshift bandage. One of the dead soldiers had some sort 
of a first-aid kit with him, but there was really nothing else but a few rolls of bandages. That was to be 


enough, for now. 


"Jani? How are you doing?" the blond asked while trying to get the bleeding to stop. The bullet hadn't hit the 
artery, otherwise, Jani would have been dead by now, but the redhead just stared ahead, mouth forming silent 
swear words at every single jolt of pain that seared his leg. The second layer of the thin white cloth secured 
packs of snow against the wound and Timo leaned back. He had done what he could. "Come on. Lets get you up. 
Our group needs to be warned." Jani grit his teeth as Timo heaved him up on his good leg. 


Their settlement of 20 people had found a rather safe place between two rivers, on a small island. Calm place 
with enough clean water and caves for shelter. They hadn't encountered any wolves there, but a pack of half- 
skeletal and sickly deer was nearby. They, like most of the fauna, had been exposed to high radiation levels, but 
instead of dying, they had slowly changed and after generations, they were from worst nightmares to look 
upon. To make matters worse, the edible game, mostly reindeer, was running out of their immediate 


surroundings and they knew better than to kill the deer to eat. 


The group, called Strato, a name their somewhat deranged leader had given to them, had sent Timo to find out 
where the thick black smoke originated from. Jani had tagged along and together they had found a camp of 
armed soldiers and heard them of plotting to take over the island From their settlement area, the Strato had 
found an insane amount of valuable minerals they had sometimes used to buy provisions from the biggest 
settlements in the South. Obviously, this company had sent the troop to take the place to themselves. 
Anything shiny had to be worth dying for in this mad and wrecked world. The Strato had to be warned and 
now that the troop was dead, this bought them time from a few days to a week. Getting there soon enough, 


and alive in Jani's case, was the biggest issue. 


Slowly they headed west and failed to notice the trail of blood they left behind. 
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"Tony.. You're mad! We are gonna get killed!" 


"Tommy, if you don't shut up, someone will hear us and it'll either be the guys who were shooting or the 
wolves." the brown-eyed man with a dark brown beard shushed the blond, who had been complaining since 
they left their settlement. Tony had heard gunfire and decided to go and see if they could steal guns for 
themselves. With him, he had whiny-mood Tommy, the silent duo Elias and Marko, and trailing behind them was 
Henkka. All of them had blue and brown winter clothes, fur-lined hoods protecting their face from harsh winds 
that still occasionally swept the hills they lived at. Silently they crept through the thick forest, looking out for 


wolves, though they usually appeared after dusk Gunfire had ceased a moment ago and they stopped, hiding 
behind small, snow-covered bushes. They barely dared to breathe. 


A loud grenade explosion made them all jump nearly out of their skins. Tommy, who had been skeptical about 
the whole ‘tiny adventure’, as Tony called it, whirled around and was ready to bolt and run all the way back to 


the Wolf Range to his family. Elias and Marko caught him and pulled him behind them. 


"Somebody might hear if you run away screaming... Marko hissed and Tommy squeezed his eyes shut and dug 
a hole in the snow for himself, he just wanted to be with his family, nothing more, he was done with the 
adventure to last a lifetime. Henkka rolled his eyes and looked at Tony, who looked hesitant now that they were 
near, perhaps just two hills away from the steppes that spread beyond the horizon. Wolf Range was up in the 
nearest fell range. The area was widely populated by wolves and their camp had been attacked by those 
horrible creatures several times, the last time being a disaster. Tony was fighting with himself. They needed 
guns to protect themselves and Tommy's wife and children. Luckily, Elias and Henkka had sent their families to 
the bigger settlement before the attack, which had claimed three lives: Marko's girlfriend and Tony's wife and 
dog. The trusty hound had been their only security from being blindsided by the beasts of the hills and the 
two women had had enough at that point, taking their chances with the rumors of a settlement. 


After I5 minutes of stalling, they finally dared to move towards the plains, Elias dragging reluctant Tommy 
after him. Tony's footing from the icy tree stump slipped and he fell to the snow, causing a minor avalanche. 
With lightning speed and without any orders whatsoever, the group dug themselves holes deep enough to 
crouch in and hide in the snowy landscape. Nothing. No birds chirping, and even the wind had stopped blowing. 
Total silence. Releasing a lungful of air he hadn't noticed he held, Tony motioned the others to keep going. 
Marko dragged Tony up from the crater he had created with his fall. They reached the edge of the forest and 
the border of Wolf Range. 


"What do you see?" Henkka asked quietly from Tony, who was squinting. 


"Well, just smoke around the rocks.. It took us almost a total hour to get down here, so | guess it's safe to 


say.. we -can- go there. 
Tommy, still highly agitated, swatted Tony. 

"You want to go down there?! We are fucking sitting ducks!" 

"Not in the mountains. And those rocks will hide us just fine” 

Starting to approach the area where smoke still rose, the extent of what had been happening started unveiling 
itself to them. Rocks with hundreds of bullet dents, one soldier without a helmet, his brains blown out, several 


dead soldiers, shred and mangled beyond recognition by a grenade. 


"Who the hell were they shooting at?" Henkka asked and picked up the guns from the dead guys. "And two guns 


are missing..." 


"Well, the second gun is here.. But whoever they were shooting at, the other one of them got shot.. And won't 
make it very far, judging by this pool of blood here." came Elias' reply from the other side of the rocks. 
Tommy, Tony, and Henkka skipped around the headless guy and saw Elias and Marko standing in front of a 
rather fresh, partially frozen puddle of blood. They easily could see from the tracks, that there were two 
individuals that were being fired at. Marko left to follow the tracks left by whoever duo had fled the scene. 


"They leave a trail. They might not notice it.. Specks of blood every now and then, but the footprints are clear 
as a day. They won't make it far or fast," he said grimly, getting up from the ground. He rolled his eyes when 
Henkka accidentally blinded himself with the flashlight he took from a corpse. 


Fine then. Elias and Henkka, you take the home-yearner and grab as much handy gear from these guys as we 
need. Marko, you and | are going after these two. They may be friendly. Henkka, stop jackassing and give the 
flashlight here. They are military grade and long-lasting." 


"| don't have a choice in this matter, do |?" Marko protested feebly. Tony silenced him with one glare from his 
dark eyes. The younger man just held up his hands in defeat. "What about wolves?" 


"Do you think we are gonna catch them before nightfall?" 


"Barely. I'm guessing that shot was to the leg.. Three footprints and signs of dragging a leg.. They have an hour 
of a head start by now and the wind is picking up. We might lose tracks.” 


"Not listening. Let's go!" 
That behavior was so typical for Tony. When his curiosity got the better of him, you couldn't stop him even 


with a tank. 
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Timo stumbled when Jani almost lost his balance for the umpteenth time. The pale redhead was sweating, 
gasping for breath and very woozy. For the past hours they had kept going, Jani had only grown weaker by 
the minute. He had bitten his lip open while trying to stifle his whimpers of pain when every movement jostled 
his injury too much. The blond cried out in surprise as the younger man slipped from his grip and fell almost 
face-first into the ground. The gunshot wound was bleeding again, rather freely as the bandages shifted when 
he fell. 


"Jani? Come on.. Get up! We gotta keep moving!" 


"Just... leave me here.. You'll never-" 


"No! l'm not leaving my best friend out here! The wolves-" 


"The woles.. are already on our traill They smell blood!" Jani spat out and grabbed Timo by the collar when 
the other kneeled before him and came close enough. "No matter what.. | am.. they will attack me.. You.. won't 


make it there in time with me.. You go faster alone." 

Deep within, Timo knew Jani had a point. A good point. They hadn't covered enough ground to stop for a rest 
for the day. They both wanted some distance between them and the camp full of dead soldiers. Who knew if 
their main group would suddenly decide to call for them now? The little light they had left, was dimming. Behind 
the ashen clouds, the sun was setting. He looked upon Janis pain-stricken face. Blue eyes unfocused, bluish lips. 
He had no other choice. If he dragged Jani along, what good would it do? By midnight, he might be dead. Maybe 
even sooner than that. And his heart with him. 

"| don't want to leave you behind. | promise I'll come to get you." 

"Don't... make.. p-promises.. you c-c-can't k-k-keep.." 

With great effort, the younger slapped Timo. He had to go or it would be million times harder to leave him 
behind. With a last sad glance and a half of a hug, he stood up and took off running, tears blurring his eyes 


when he ran away from his best friend. His heart. His everything. 


Ill see you on the other side." he brokenly whispered, pain searing through him. 
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It was gradually getting darker and darker when Tony and Marko lit their flashlights to keep them on the trail. 


"The other one is growing weaker all the time. How he managed to get this far?" Marko wondered and shielded 


his eyes from a gust of wind, snowflakes, and ash. 


"Sheer willpower. That works miracles to one's endurance." Tony tossed his thoughts into spoken words. They 


were both nervous as hell, the last wolf attack fresh in their memories. 


The tracks were getting more and more obvious to the fact, the other was stumbling and had fallen on his 


knees a few times. 


"Perhaps not far." Tony said quietly when they had crouched to take a better look at the site, where the 


injured one had fallen on his knees and made blood flow from the wound. "Both sides of his left leg?" 


"Bullet went through, | guess. Not that we checked the site -that- carefully. What the." 


The light of the flashlight hit something dark some distance away. They deemed it unmoving after a moment 
and jogged to the dark lump. 


‘Oh no." Tony breathed when he saw that the lump was actually a human being, lying in the snow, face down. 
They fell to their knees, on either side of the man and gently rolled him over. Young, but deathly white face 
with frozen blood from the teeth marks on his bluish lower lip. His hand had kept his face off the snow, but 
his exposed hair was frozen along the fur lining of the hood. Marko inspected the man's legs and saw a clumsy 
attempt at bandaging around his left thigh. The white fabric was completely red and frozen He felt sorry for 
the guy and let out a sad sigh when Tony took off his glove to brush off the specks of ice from the 
stranger's thick eyelashes. For the sake of it, Marko took off his other glove too, and brought his warm 
fingers to the cold-skinned neck, knotting the red hair as he did so. Feeling around, he found the spot where 
the neck vein was close to the skin His eyes went wide and he looked up at Tony in shock. 


"He's not dead." 


Once the light goes out, everything ends 


Night had fallen long ago, when Tony and Marko, exhausted to the bone, had managed to carry the dying 
redhead back. The climb to the little settlement up in the Wolf Range had been long and agonizing. Once they 
had lost their grip, but aside from the faint whimper and incoherent muttering, the young man had been 
unconscious the whole journey. As soon as they spotted the torch-lit clearing where the sturdy cottage stood, 
they could finally stop gritting their teeth. They saw Tommy and his family outside, by the fire, heading 
towards the cemetery not too far away. Elias emerged from the cottage just as they were reaching the wider 


path leading to their front door. 


"Unbelievable. You dragged a corpse all the way up here?" he demanded to know right away upon reaching 


them. Both Tony and Marko shook their heads. 


"He's still alive. We would have buried him there if he was dead.. Maybe Mikko can help him", Tony mumbled 
and let Elias carry the wounded rest of the way to the cottage. They could see a lanky figure peek through 
the doorway. 


"Mikko! This kid needs medical help and fast!" the eldest hollered 
"What? Why me? How the heck I'm supposed to?" came the unsure string of questions. 


"You are the only one even close to a medic or anything. You studied! Now work!" Tony ordered, making the 


younger man flinch at his tone. 


“Alright. ll tey.. " Mikko gave up before the argument could even start, he hadn't been himself since the 
incident some weeks back. Elias and Marko set the redhead onto a spare bed near the fireplace and brought 
more candles for light. "Oh slap me thrice.. is that a BULLET WOUND?! " he almost shouted as he peeked under 
the bandage on the redhead's thigh. Shaking his head and muttering something about maybe cauterizing and 
disinfectants, he quickly whipped his long black hair into a ponytail. After getting everything set, he began to 
work Gently cutting and prying away the blood-soaked, frozen bandages, he shook his head. "Judging by how 
pale he is.. not much blood left in this guy.. If he has tried walking on this leg, he might have caused even 


more damage.." 


The harsh treatment of the wound made the rest of them shudder. Elias turned away, looking a little green 
around the edges. Nothing made the man on the bed stir. It was rather frightening to watch. No matter what, 
not even the slow and shallow breathing hitched. They took off his remaining clothes, which were starting to 
melt, and cleaned him up. He was stiff from the cold and they quickly wrapped warm and dry blankets around 
the rather thin body. Tony still sat next to him, trying to untangle the red hair to keep himself occupied. 


"He's gonna be a cripple for the rest of his life, isn't he?" Tony was always full of empathy. Mikko prayed to 
any deity above, that he hadn't wasted their limited medical supplies on a man who dies in a few days. He didn't 


want to bury anyone again. Especially to an unmarked grave. Without his real name. 


Tommy and his wife herded the children upstairs, but Ella was too quick with her steps and was soon perched 
next to the now cleaned-up man. 


"Who is he? Is he asleep?" 


"Uh... We found him.. He's... kinda like in deep sleep. He won't wake up for a while." Marko awkwardly tried to 
explain. Tommy came to lift his little girl up and take her to bed. 


"Off we go, princess. Time to go have a snack and go to bed" 


"Daddy!" Ella squealed when she was hoisted up and slung over his should like a bag of potatoes. "He's kinda 


cute." she mused, making everyone who heard it, snicker. 


Sunrise was some hours away when most of them were already in their beds around the single room of the 
cottage, or up to the second floor. Tony still sat next to the unconscious redhead. He picked up the limp and 
cold right hand in order to slip it beneath the warm covers as well when the tribal tattoo on the thumb side 
of the back of his hand drew his attention. It looked so familiar it was slapping Tony in the face. He just 


couldn't place his finger on it. 


He ten Hew 


For days, the man slipped in and out of consciousness, never really grasping the situation. He would just look 
through any of them and pass out again. Ella had taken a liking to the redhead, often playing with her dolls 
beside his bed, keeping an eye on him for the adults too. There were moments when it seemed like he was 
aware that somebody was trying to talk to him, but the next moment, he was out cold. Those moments didn't 
even scare her away from his bedside. This continued for five days straight until, in Mikko's opinion, the shit 


hit the fan. 


The troublesome patient was being even more difficult right from the morning until the sun started to set. 
Twisting and tossing around, mumbling random words, repeating a few names of possible loved ones, flailing 
enough to give poor, unsuspecting (and careless) Mikko a black eye. After the gray light started to dim, all hell 
seemed to break loose. Wolves began howling at the rising full moon. Pirre soon ran in with the children, 
climbing the stairs up with them, to the safest place in the Wolf Range. She pulled up the ladders after Mikko 
refused to leave his patient alone downstairs. He barricaded the doors after the others took the few guns 
they had and went outside, ready to shoot the beasts if they got closer. The feeling of déja vu was strong, 
since the last time they had tried to drive the wolves away, they had attacked the two fleeing women before 
they had made it to the cottage, slaying them and the brave dog defending them. 


Wolves had been circling the Range for some time now, finally making their move on the group. Every one of 
the group was making sure they had somebody to cover their backs, calling out to each other how close they 
were. Mikko stood by the small window, looking out, shouting directions to his friends whenever he spotted a 
wolf from the shadows. 


"Tony! To your left! Il o'clock! Big one! Oh, my God, this is not good." he whispered the rest. If the kids upstairs 
got panicked, he'd have hell to pay. He froze when he heard shuffling from behind. He whipped around, not 
noticing his long hair tangling to the cracked, wooden windowsill. The redhead, who had been more or less on a 
brink of death for days, actually sat up, all by himself. His blue eyes were wide open, but empty of any 


consciousness. 


"No. Don't even think about getting up. Lie back down," he ordered gently. Nothing. The other didn't even blink 


Pirre was peeking from upstairs, eyes wide. 
"Oh my god.. He's awake?" 
"Not quite, | guess. Hey, don't-!" 


The medic was too late. The first wobbly attempt to get his legs to cooperate and get him out of the bed 
failed, but the second one worked and the redhead was on his feet in an instant. Nothing in his face or body 
language even signaled pain. Mikko then realized that the man was still not conscious, not completely at least, 
but in some sort of a trance. His mind screamed at him to go and stop him, but his body wouldn't move an 
inch. Barely blinking his eyes, the redhead made his way slowly to the door. The wolves outside were growling 
and barking at the men who had already fired a few shots to keep them at bay. As soon as that tattooed hand 
touched the hatch at the door, Mikko found his ability to move, only to get yanked back. He muttered curses 
under his breath as he untangled his near waist-length hair from the windowsill. Hatch was already open by 
the moment he caught the redhead's hand. He whimpered when his bony fingers were caught in a bruising grip 
and wrenched off of the pale wrist. Getting rudely tossed aside, the door was opened. 


"NO!" Mikko yelled in horror. 
Five heads snapped in the direction of the door as the wounded man trudged outside. 


"Oh, shit." Marko and Tommy swore in unison. Henkka was the first to fire questions at Mikko, who was quite 
literally hanging on the guy. 


"How the fuck could you have let him out of the bed? Are you out of your goddamn mind?" 
"He got up on his own! | tried to stop him!" 


Tony gulped and then froze. Why was the yard suddenly silent? His head snapped back in the direction of the 
wolf pack, only to find them all staring at the redhead, who held his right hand out slightly, swaying on his 


feet. The biggest wolf, a silvery gray alpha male took a few cautious steps forward. Their grips of the 
firearms tightened and time seemed to stop. They couldn't blink or breathe. As if their hearts had also stopped 
beating. The only sounds were the footsteps of two beings. Of a mysterious redhead who seemed to be a living 
dead, and of a skeletal, mutated alpha wolf with glowing yellow eyes and a pair of nasty overgrown fangs. They 
approached each other slowly and Henkka aimed at the wolf, ready to shoot if it tried to bite their "visitor's" 
limb off. That didn't happen. 


Then it hit Tony. He remembered now where he had seen the tattoo on the young man's hand before. He had 
once read a book about ancient shamanism and that tattoo was one of his favorites. Something he had hoped 
to obtain someday. Sudenmieli. That it was called. It had been rumored to be the strongest talisman-like 
creation to control wolves. Back then, the wolves had been beautiful and healthy. Decades ago. 


True enough, the tattooed skin seemed to move, like hot air would vibrate over it, the wolf backed away after 
sniffling the limb, and the whole pack left, leaving all of them standing there, dumbfounded. The next thing to 
happen was the redhead crumpling to the ground, like a puppet whose strings had been cut. A lifeless 


marionette. None of them moved fast enough to catch his fall and they all felt their hearts fall to the 
bottoms of their guts. 


Hn te tee ten 


Days earlier, in the Strato settlement, people were busy packing away. Timo had reached them the next noon 
after he had left Jani behind to die. The silence had been ear- and nerve-wracking when they saw Timo 
returning alone, without the redhead who was like a ray of sunshine to the camp. Or, as his friend Jens put it, 


another piece of insanity, which was actually welcome. 


"Timo! You are back.. Why are you bloodied? Did you get hurt?" the round-faced man called Matias had 


launched the third-degree interrogation as soon as Timo had entered the campsite. 
"No. Not me.." came the sad reply. 

"Where's Jani? Did he sneak around the camp again?" 

"No... He.. Jani got shot" 


Stunned silence filled their little home. 


"He got shot in the leg and | dragged him along until he just.. couldn't go on and was slowing me down.. We 
destroyed the group of soldiers. They were scouts. We gotta move the hell outta here, they want this place." 


Lauri was the first to regain his ability to speak. 


"So... you left Jani there to die?" 


"He told me to go.. And not come back for him.. Said the wolves probably caught his scent already.. But.. He 
has the Sudenmieli.. The shaman tattoo. | just.. | think he won't die that easily, aren't all shamans -" 


"By now he has either frozen to death or bled dry. Timo, he's dead. As he said, don't go back for him.. That 
tattoo won't make him immortal or impervious to wolves, you know it." the group leader said bluntly and then 
went into barking orders to the rest of the settlement to prepare to take everything they needed and cover 


most of the evidence of them living in there. 


As the group finally got everything and left their safe haven, Timo was the last one to leave. He stood on top 
of the hill that loomed over their former home. His hood was down and the wind blew his hair over his face. 
He could feel a storm coming, and smell it in the air. What kind of hope they had elsewhere, he didn't know. And 
wasn't sure did he want to know either. Part of him wished to see Jani running down to the camp, tripping at 
least twice while at it, with that boyish smirk plastered on his face. Never going to happen. With a sad sigh and 
a painfully clenching heart, he turned his back to the empty landscape and left to catch up with the group. 
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"What the hell was that all about?" Tommy asked, voice wavering as they carried the redhead back to the bed. 
He wasn't the only one who looked totally freaked out. Mikko looked like he had seen a ghost. First, the man had 
been totally dead to the world, and suddenly he goes out of the door and straight to a pack of wolves. With 


less, one is left shaken. 

"That tattoo.. I've seen it before, in my granny's old book about ancient shamanism. The tattoo is called 
Sudenmieli. With that, the person can control the wolves as he or she pleases", Tony explained quietly. Now 
they were staring at him, eyes wide. 

"But hello, -ancient-. There's no way those old shaman tribes would still do that. And how can a tattoo affect 
wolves of that caliber? Or wolves in the past? It's an old wives’ tale, Tony." Henkka shot him down. Or at least 


tried to, because the look on his face told that he had problems believing himself. 


"Granny always said, that this far up in the north, the shamans had the most power. And that nobody 
bothered to dig deeply into their methods. We just saw it. The power. | saw it, we all saw it!" 


“Tony, l'm sorry, but | don't believe you. There's no way-" 


"Then we ask him when he wakes up", Pirre ended their argument from upstairs and the men fell silent. 


The two hours that it took for the redhead to wake up, were the longest for a house full of curious people. 
When the blue eyes opened, this time they could clearly see he was aware of his surroundings now. He 
attempted to move but fell back against the pillows with a low groan. He got a few bruises from his blackout 


after the wolf episode, on his back and head. 


"Wha-" he couldn't finish his question when he started violently coughing. Mikko, who had sat the closest, 
helped him upright and struggled to hold his upper body when the redhead almost coughed his lungs out, 
judging by the sounds of it. None of them had considered the fact that he could catch a cold or something 
more serious, but now they all realized it within a minute. Henkka brought a mug full of water to the man, 
who took it with seriously shaking hands. After a few minutes and a few gulps of water, the exhausted man 


was laid back on the bed, but now propped up with pillows, so he could see around. 
"What's your name?" Mikko asked. He was taken aback by the disbelieving look he received but brushed it aside. 
"Jani.. Where.. the hell | am?" came a quiet inquiry with a badly hoarse voice. 


"In the Wolf Range. What's the last thing you remember?" 


Jani seemed to be deep in thought for a moment. Mikko could see a slightly claustrophobic look in the blue 
eyes and he hoped Tony wouldn't start hounding for answers with Henkka right away. They needed to get his 


man to relax more. 
"Pain. And cold. Then.. nothing..." 


"You were shot in the leg. Two of our group followed the tracks you and your friend left until they found you. 
You were left behind And you were nearly dead." Janis eyes widened at the explanation and he looked ready to 
bolt out of the door if he had been in better shape. Tony, who couldn't see his face from his position behind 
him, by the fireplace, couldn't contain his curiosity any longer. 


"Where did you get the tattoo? The Sudenmieli?" 


The redhead flinched at the new voice from behind and hissed when he twitched his left leg without noticing it. 
He ended up twiddling his fingers and tracing the outlines of the said tattoo, keeping his mouth shut. He was 
obviously scared shitless. Who wouldn't have? First, you get shot, then you accept that you are going to die in 
the middle of nowhere, freezing to death and suddenly you woke up in a cabin full of curious strangers and 


you have no clue whatsoever if they are planning to blow your brains out. 


"Tony.. Shut the hell up. He was just asking about it because two hours ago, a pack of wolves attacked us and 
you suddenly got out of bed and went outside. The wolves saw your tattoo and hit the road’, Henkka explained 


and took a sip of his own drink. "Then you seemed to pass out again’ 


Jani didn't answer, just seemed to pay attention to the man he had deemed most harmless, the medic, who still 


sat next to him. Elias and Marko stayed silent, the latter looking skeptical about the redhead and his secrets. 


Elias however, seemed to be genuinely curious about him but was rather uneasy with Marko practically glaring 


the poor man to death. 


After half an hour of timid questions from Mikko, they found out next to nothing about the man. He 
refused to answer their inquiries about where he was from, what they had been doing near the soldiers, and 
just the basic things any isolated group would ask from an outsider. He answered only a few, insignificant 
questions, so everyone went to bed, frustrated to the bone. The black-haired medic was the only one who was 
still up, too agitated to sleep with the wind howling outside, throwing snow to cover the windows to the north. 


They both knew that the other was awake without even looking. A single candle was burning between their 
beds, on a rickety old chair. 


It was Mikko who broke the silence with whispers. 
| really thought.. that you wouldn't survive. Yet you did. You must have something that drives you." 
Jani turned his head towards the medic. "Few friends. Parents." 


"You have strong fingers." he suddenly blurted out after a moment of silence, mentally hitting himself for 


saying such an odd thing. To his relief, the redhead snorted softly. 
"You tried to stop me?" 

"Yes. And you almost broke my fingers.. but you weren't.. present.. | prayed you wouldn't die." 
"You used to be a man of faith, right?" came the sudden question 


"What?" the other was alarmed. He had lost his faith ages ago when bad luck seemed to haunt him wherever 
he went and the prayers didn't make him feel stronger or better. 


"You seem.. hopeless.. You don't... believe.. for.." Jani trailed off, apparently falling asleep. Mikko got up and 
gently pulled away from the extra pillows before lifting the covers higher. He looked at the exhausted patient, 
soft-featured face holding a rather calm expression. He had to smile softly to the other. He then stretched 
and tiptoed over to his own bed, shivering when the covers let the cool seep through his clothes onto his skin. 
He heard Elias getting up to add more firewood, but didn't acknowledge him, just focusing on nursing his 
bruised fingers. 


"I thought you fell asleep.." Mikko heard Elias whisper. 
"For a moment, | did..What's your name?" he heard Jani ask The medic had to smile when he heard the older 


man answer. Jani actually found them two the most harmless to himself, despite Elias being huge compared to 


the rest of them. He had a calm aura and he was mild-mannered. 


"Can you get me water, Elias?" 

eos 

"Thank you. 

Mikko felt quite awkward about eavesdropping like this, but what he could do? 


"| wish this nuclear winter would end someday. | like winter and snow, but.. Nothing grows here anymore." 


Elias mumbled. 


The medic frowned, he must have drifted off, because clearly, the topic had been drifting far from the 


previous and actually sounded like the duo had been discussing something deep. 


‘Its melting... In some areas.. Faster than before and anywhere else.. | know such a place." Jani replied just as 
quietly before he apparently fell asleep. Mikko and Elias were both left wondering, where such a place could 
exist. He dreamt of blooming trees and fields of flowers, laughter, warmth.. And of a kiss. 


A scream that is soon ending 


Author's Notes: 
Well, this story gets more and more "fantastical" traits, like it or not. 


The next two days consisted of Ella asking Jani at least a million annoying questions, judging by the look on his 
face when he heard she was awake in the morning, him barely sleeping at night because of the pain, and Tony 
hounding him for answers as well. When he woke up, late noon, he found Tommy sitting at the foot of his bed, 
holding a bowl of something. 


"Took you long enough. I've been poking you awake for the past IO minutes. Are you still in pain?" the blond 
asked. Jani blinked a few times, for a moment he had thought Timo was there. Just for a short, fleeting 
moment. Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself to sit up. The gunshot wound was still hurting like hell and he 
was suspecting that it was getting infected, despite everything Mikko had done, cleaning it every single day. The 
stitching was surprisingly neat, considering the fact the man had never done those before. It wasn't the fact 
he wasn't that experienced in the medical field that scared him. It was the day when those stitches would have 


to be taken out. 


"What would you think?" Jani mumbled after he realized Tommy was waiting for his answer. "Yes.. No matter 


what... 


"We don't have any kind of pain meds here.. | don't even know who does have any. Here. It's just plain porridge, 
pretty much everything we have to eat in this place.." the other said and offered the still steaming bowlful to 
the redhead, who accepted it. He hadn't really eaten anything solid in days. He still didn't have much appetite, 
but he forced down some until he just simply couldn't even look at the food. Silently handing the bow! back to 
Tommy, he waited until the blond was further away, when he sat up straighter and out of curiosity, 
uncovered his left thigh to take a look at the wound. 


"Everyone else is outside. | woke up when the whole cottage fell silent.. What are you doing?" the blond asked, 
freezing in mid-stretch. Jani was currently loosening the bandages around his leg. What sight greeted them 
brought them both to reality. "I'm not an expert, but I'm guessing a week-old gunshot wound isn't supposed to 
look like that." 


"No, it's not, | know that much. | think.. | need to go outside as well." 


Tommy borrowed Jani his longer fur-lined coat and boots and helped him limp outside, before hollering for 


Mikko. The said medic had been at the cemetery and jogged into view soon enough, frowning. 


"You shouldn't be up and about.." 


"Screw that, his leg.." Tommy cut in and moved so his children didn't see Jani. The redhead was shivering 
from the cool air, which was surprisingly warm considering it was perpetual winter and sub zeros, or from the 


exertion of hobbling outside, but the only pants he was wearing were his underwear. 
‘Oh... Let's go to the other end of the clearing...” 


Together they managed to get the redhead to sit on a rickety old bench, with Mikko providing a cushion from 


his own parka. 


"This... oh gosh.." Mikko could deal with blood and tattered flesh, but infected tissue was something he could 
barely look at. "This will.. hurt... a lot..." 


"| don't care.. Just.. do what you have to.. Without amputating my leg.. or burning it." the injured ground out 
from between his teeth he was gritting. He didn't see Mikko's sickened look, but Tommy did and he felt his 


heart sink. 
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Strato was very much surprised to encounter another wandering group on the plains. A familiar one on top of 


it. 


"Timo! It's the Altaria group!" Jens brought the depressed man out of his own world. Timo hadn't been himself 
ever since he had returned. And now he wished it had been him, who had gotten shot. He saw two familiar 
blond-haired figures approaching with the small group. Why so few? And how the hell was he supposed to tell 
those two, that Jani was dead? He had to think quickly, because someone even shorter than him glomped him 
suddenly, almost making him fall back into the snow. Altaria had spent some time in their camp in the past, 
which had been the time when Jani had switched groups officially, they had plenty of interactions between 
Strato and Altaria considering how isolated the settlements tended to be. The younger part of the group was a 


restless one and often traveled to look for provisions, while the elder stuck to their homestead. 
"Timo! Glad to see another short guy for a change. Where's Jani? | thought he would have jumped on us 
already." Always so bright Emppu was himself, smiling and asking a gazillion questions. The older man felt bad 


for having to shoot him down from his usual cloud nine. 


"What happened to him?" came the dreaded question from the woman standing a few feet away. Swallowing 
down the lump in his throat, he looked up to the familiar dark blue eyes staring at him. 


"Jani was shot..." 


Every single smile vanished. 
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Tony sat on a crate and watched Mikko and Tommy treat Jani's wound outside the cabin. He didn't hear the 
redhead, his screams of agony were silent, but the pain could be seen where the older man sat, clear as a day. 
He wasn't sure anymore had dragging Jani here had been a good idea, but at least the wolves stayed just 
outside their settlement area now. Tony had to admit though, that he was ragingly jealous despite himself. He 
had dreamed of Sudenmieli ever since he was a kid, and when he saves a random guy, the man has the tattoo 
he always wished to have. And he didn't answer their questions on top of all. He knew Henkka and Marko were 
irked by his silence as well. How Tommy and Mikko seemed to get along with the newcomer, was beyond him. 
Elias treated Jani like he had been in the group forever, telling stories and making sure the redhead felt 
welcome. He was always like that.. as long as they had known him. Only a few years, but he had become a 
great part of their family. 


"Piece of your mind?" Henkka asked and plopped down on the other crate next to Tony. He grimaced at the 
sight of Jani's infected wound, it was no wonder he had been in pain. "Disinfecting and draining that will hurt like 


hell." 


"Just trying to figure him out, that's all. He doesn’t really talk to anyone but Mikko, Tommy, and Elias", Tony 
said, voice dripping with venom. He gave a little sadistic smirk when Jani finally cried out loud, burying his face 
against Tommy's shoulder. "But. he's starting to realize he's depending on us from now on Maybe now he'll tell 


us everything.” 


Henkka looked shocked to the core. Yes, he wanted to know the story behind the guy, but what about him 
made Tony dislike him that much? 


"Why you saved him then? You could have left him to die. You heard what Mikko said, a few hours more and 
he'd been done for", he didn't get answers from Tony either. After watching Tommy try to keep the redhead 


conscious, he realized what it was. "The tattoo.. You are jealous." 


"Am not!" Tony snapped back. He was irate and tired, mostly keeping eye on the redhead, who slept poorly as 
well. He got up when Mikko had finished re-bandaging the wound on Jani's mid-thigh and they started to help 
him limp back, storming inside the cabin, leaving behind the confused trio Mikko- Tommy-Henkka and completely 
exhausted Jani. 


"Wait." Jani mumbled and feebly lifted his head. Fever was hitting him with vengeance now and he could barely 
see straight, he was seemingly taking a turn for the worse. Mikko almost had a heart attack, when he saw a 
wolf from the corner of his eye. Wrenching his arm free from Tommy's shoulder, the Sudenmieli possessor 
beckoned the wolf to come closer, which it did, slowly and cautiously. They all knew it could smell the fear 
radiating from the trio, but Jani had apparently lost all sense of self-preservation. He ran his index finger 


from the tip of the black nose to a spot between the wolf's glowing eyes, the air vibrating around his hand. 
The beast let out a whine, sniffed the bandages, and simply turned around, walking off to join the rest of the 
pack. Jani was left staring at his hand. "He needs a bath.. Shame they hate it." 


Inside the cabin the atmosphere was tense. Pirre and the children didn't pay any attention to them, she was 
keeping the kids occupied with a few toys they had upstairs. The redhead was shivering badly by the time 
they got him to his bed. He was left sitting there, Mikko hesitantly wrapping his blanket around the feverish 
man. They all sensed Tony had had enough and he hoped this wouldn't end up poorly for his patient. He quickly 
fetched something to drink for the redhead, preferably warm. 


“Alright, spit it out already. Who the hell are you and what you were doing down there?" Jani squirmed a little 
under the dark, piercing glare as he drank. He wrapped the blankets tighter around himself and thought for a 
moment, before finally deciding to spill the beans. 


"My father.. is from Rovaniemi. It's the name of the biggest settlement up here, named after the original city 
there. My mother is from Kemi. This area, Wolf Range, belongs to it, sort of. Strato's area belongs to this 
area as well as Altaria's camp.. | was born and raised in the Altaria settlement." he was interrupted by a 
coughing fit. He rubbed his eyes tiredly, hands trembling. Whatever Mikko had made him drink, he was feeling 
better. 


"Father belonged to the oldest family line of shamans. He trained me ever since | could walk and understand 
things. | was six when | got Sudenmieli outlined on my hand after... an incident. | had never tried to control the 
wolves consciously, but bad things happened if | got upset before it was finished. Altaria is a group split in half. 
Elders and children, who survived childhood, remained in the settlement, while the rest of us traveled around.. 
That's how Strato and Altaria know of each other, Strato had a need of a shaman and we had two. | came to 
stay with them as an exchange, sort of. Its a long and boring story, but.. | didn't want to leave Strato, | felt 
more at home there than with Altaria. Some of my friends stayed as well.” 


"How many groups are out there?" Elias couldn't hold his curiosity any longer. Jani, who had stopped shivering, 
blinked, staring at the always-so-polite man for a while, before actually understanding the question asked. 


"Rovaniemi settlement is huge, it's the safest too. 20 people in Strato, give or take have some of the women 
died, 30 or so in Altaria groups total.. Group called Nightwish vanished, they were maybe closer to old Ylitornio, 
not sure, there was a village around there too, by the river or something, | don't remember.. two shamans 
lived there too. Nightwish..They might have been taken captive or killed.. | heard of.. over 30 people." Slurring 
slightly in his half-sleep state, the redhead then seemed to fall asleep while sitting up. Mikko gently shook Jani 


awake. 
"Go on. How come you were down there?" he asked, making sure the other man understood him. 


"Timo and l.. we saw smoke. Strato has a perfect spot. Water, shelter.. valuable minerals.. We were keeping a 


lookout all the time. It was only a matter of time. Timo and the group leader don't always get along, so he was 


sent out there. | volunteered to go with him. We snuck pretty close until we were spotted.. They really were 
after our caves. l.. told Timo to leave me. To go.. and warn Strato.. and maybe Altaria.. We thought.. this area 
was empty.." Jani fell back on the bed, the fever and exhaustion knocking him finally out to a long night's sleep. 
The whole cottage was silent. Tony still felt there was more to Jani's personal story, things he left out, that 
were close to his heart, but he let it slide when it hit him, that Wolf Range could also be in danger. 


Rovaniemi. They knew the name of the safe haven in the barren land once known as Lapland. It had grown on 
the ruins of the city of the same name. He had seen it once when traveling with his family. The road there 
was relatively safe despite the faction, compared to the simple task of opening the cottage door in Wolf Range. 
They all were thinking only one thing. Should they retreat to Rovaniemi as well, that was where Elias and 
Henkka had sent their families to. They knew from the few runners that it was safe to travel along the train 
tracks, since it had plenty of hideyholes along the way and it was off the view of the road at times. 


"Well, now we know a few more names.. We all knew there were bound to be more groups than just us and 


Rovaniemi..." Elias mumbled. 


"Yeah, but.. Did they make it there." Henkka continued, trying to keep himself together. Marko awkwardly 
patted his shoulder. Tommy was sitting at the top of the ladder, Pirre leaning against his back. 


‘lm sure they did.. How about we all get some sleep, kids, and Jani are already safely tucked away in the land 


of oblivion" 


They had no other choice but to comply, nobody had the appetite to eat anything before hitting the sack 


anyway. 
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Most of the now joint Altaria and Strato were already asleep, sitting up and propped against each other around 
the small fire. Out of them all, Timo felt utterly miserable. Emppu and Jenny both refused to believe that Jani 
was dead, but they knew his chances were slim, to begin with. He might as well get shot in the head, his 
survival percentage was non-existent. The Altaria group had planned to go and try to find the place where he 
left Jani, but they had the gut feeling, that something was out there. Dread. That was all that they felt. 
Something bad was bound to happen soon. Jens sat down next to Emppu, who slept with his head on Timo's lap. 


"I hate this feeling, you know. The one where you can tell something bad is gonna happen, but you don't know 


when or where it'll strike." 


Timo could only agree. The fact that only 7 members of Altaria had shown up, was giving him the creeps. 
What happened next, made the whole camp wake with a start, freezing their blood in the veins. 


The wind brought horrifying sounds from the east, from the general direction of the main Altaria settlement: 
Screams of terror. They heard bone-chilling howling and human screams, which almost sent everyone into a 


blind panic. Strato's leader got everyone to calm down enough so nobody ran around like headless chickens. 


"It has to be the huskies." Jenny mumbled as she tried to listen to the wind. Gunfire and blood-curdling 
screams combined with two different howls. Husky and wolf. 


"Well, Jens.. It seems that the moment is now. We need to get the hell out of the open..." Timo said and they 
kicked and trampled the campfire out, before gathering their packs and heading towards 
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In Wolf Range, Jani woke up, drenched in sweat, bolting upright, only to fall back with a soft groan after he 
pulled the wound again. Mikko woke up, being the lightest sleeper, while not even a bomb could wake up the 
rest. Wolves started howling all around the Range as the redhead was trembling, eyes wide, gleaming in the 
little light they had in the cabin. Elias watched from his bed, as Jani began to hyperventilate, knowing that his 


blackout wasn't far. 
Strangled cough. 
Wheezing inhale. 


Complete silence. Elias lifted his head from the sorry excuse of a pillow immediately. The sounds Jani had made 
had woken him up too, but as he was trying to fall asleep again, he found it too eerie, since he couldn't hear 
his breathing anymore. He scrambled to get a candle from the chest near the foot of his bed and managed to 
light it quickly enough. He brought their tiny source of light nearer the shocked medic who had rushed to 


Jani's side. 


Redhead's eyes had rolled towards the back of his head, only the whites showing and his parted lips were 
tinted bluish. They were starting to fear the worst until Elias" hitting in the back technique made Jani snap out 
of it. After a few minutes of rather violent-sounding wheezes for breath, bloodshot eyes finally seemed to see 
something else but the sceneries of his mind. 


"You scared the living daylights out of us, Jani." Elias mumbled, relieved. As the wolves nearby started howling 
again, the redhead's eyes reacted to it, the pupils dilating and then narrowing to slits, before shrinking and once 
again, dilating, making his eyes look black. "You're still freaking us out. What happened?" the big man asked, while 
Mikko backed away, rather shaken 


"|. Something bad happened. We cannot stay here.. We must move..” 


The duo shared a look Fever was still running high, possibly making Janis dreams seem realistic and driving 
him into hysterics. They heard the wolves’ howls change into their hunting wails and the bone-chilling song 


faded as the pack ran off to another direction now, on the other side of the Wolf Range. 


Elias sat down next to Jani and held him by the shoulders, rubbing his thumbs calmingly against the bony 


joints. 

"It's alright. The wolves probably left on their own. You can sleep. It's in the middle of the night.." 

"But..." 

"Just rest. You need rest, alright?" 

"You have to believe me. We need to leave.." 

"Jani, we'll talk about this in the morning.." Mikko added, making the redhead relent. Elias gently wiped away the 
cold sweat and some hot tears away from Jani's face, before helping him to settle down. He was out cold 
before Mikko could pull his covers up. 

"Do you think." he started, making Elias turn as he was about to return to his bed. 

"That he really is connected to the wolves?" 

"Well, that too.. but that he is a son of a shaman? That he can sense things we can't?" 

Elias paused to think. “It can't be impossible.. | mean." He eventually shrugged. These kinds of things were quite 


new to him, shamanism and things going with it. He wasn't from this area, he was from down south of Finland. 


Mikko saw the taller man fall into his memories and lost friends, saying nothing. 
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The morning was troublesome. They all could tell that the main wolf pack was gone. Marko and Henkka went to 
follow their tracks and after some hours, the duo returned. 

"| don't know where the wolves went, but we found a corpse. Apparently, the beasts held a feast. That soldier 
was torn into pieces," Henkka explained, looking rather queasy. The poor bastard had faced a brutal end, no 


limbs were recovered... 


Silence filled the yard. Pirre and Tommy stood side by side at the cabin door, kids and Jani sleeping inside, Tony, 
Mikko, and Elias sat on crates, deep in thought. 


"How close he was?" Tommy questioned. Marko and Henkka glanced at each other. 


"Pretty far. | guess that he was the reason wolves went crazy and also caused Jani to flip, since they are 
somehow connected," Marko shared his theory, earning a disbelieving snort from Henkka. "He would have been 


here at dawn.. It didn't take us very long to go downhill. Most of the time we took went to climbing back" 


The whole group headed inside, to find Ella sitting next to Jani and babbling this and that and that, Eetu was 
still snoozing on the foot of the redhead's bed. Tony was the only one to look rather displeased, as Jani didn't 
seem to even listen to the girl who was introducing him to her dolls, just rubbed the Sudenmieli 
absentmindedly. Jani, the designated babysitter, still looked rather shaken. Pirre went to make dinner, porridge, 


as usual, while the group of men sat down and pondered what to do. 


"So.. the wolves are on our side now.. Other groups are on our side.. Soldiers are after.. whatever. | think we 
should stay here. This is hidden. And we have the wolves now," Tony made his point clear in his unclear way. 


He wasn't happy when Jani opened his mouth to counter his idea 


"They could find this. You should move. If you unite with Strato and Altaria, your group will be big enough to 
travel rather safely to Rovaniemi. They won't dare to attack a settlement that big. It's a fact.. Or send Pirre 
and the kids there, then go looking for Strato.." 


"You aren't making any sense, so shut up." Tony wasn't a happy camper with the redhead, who seemed to be 
unfazed by the older man's irked mood. Nobody knew, but that night would make the decision for them really 


easy. 


It was already dark outside, Elias, Tony, and Jari, in his borrowed clothes, sat by the fire in the yard The two 
brunettes were a bit jumpy about the wolves that seemed to find their yard an ideal gathering place. Some of 
them brought a sort of get-well presents to Jani, mostly dead birds, and rabbits. They would be well fed if 
the meat was edible. Only, their appetite was also about to disappear. 


Alpha male came to the circle of light the fire created, dragging a corpse of a dead pack member. Marko 
looked away quickly, having seen enough gory things for the day. Tony and Jani had identical shocked looks on 
their faces. The wolf had been shot between the eyes. The redhead dared to reach out to feel the warmth. 


"Not that warm anymore.. But warm enough.. We gotta fly like a bat outta hell first thing in the morning," Jani 


said, shivering. 
"Are we gonna be safe for sure, if we do as you say?" Elias asked, beating Tony by a second. 
"Live to fight another day. There's nothing | can promise. But | know a place where we can get answers." 


Marko returned inside to relay the news as Tony and Jani made the wolf drag the dead one a bit further away 


and burned it. What little there was to burn. 


Jani sat by the fire, ignoring Tony's judging look The redhead still had secrets, Tony was sure of it. This was 
his chance to ask it when the other was finally feeling and looking better than in days. 


"You said we can get answers somewhere? What or who can give them?" 

"Someone.. | haven't seen in a long while," came the mysterious answer as the wolves howled their sorrow over 
a dead pack member. Behind the clouds, the Moon continued the journey across the sky, but there was nobody 
to see it. 


"Do you mean your parents? Why you are hiding things from us? | can tell there are gaps in your story.” 


"Do you spill your life story to complete strangers? Absolutely everything?" the younger countered, efficiently 


silencing Tony. 

"You already did tell us a lot. Argh, forget it.. I'm done arguing with you." the curly-haired man hissed and left 
back inside, leaving Jani sitting alone. The fire took a life of its own now that nobody was seeing. For a while, it 
took different forms, but as soon as Mikko stepped outside, the form vanished, leaving the fire slowly die out 
in the stone circle. 

"How is your leg?" 

"Throbs. | feel sick. Tired. Hungry... 

"Feverish?" 

"Yeah..." 

"You've been sitting outside for a bit too long. Lets get you inside. Elias promised to make you a crutch." 


“Alright... l'm sorry.. for bothering you...” 


"Look... | am glad you are alive.. | didn't want to bury anyone anymore. I've buried my family and two friends... 
To me, it felt something potentially more disturbing.. to bury someone with no grave marker." 


"Is that the.. reason.. Oh fuck, let me rest.. you lost your faith?" 
Mikko paused for a while and silently continued to help Jani inside. He let Tommy and Elias take over in helping 
the redhead, returning outside to think. Unknowingly, the other man had hit the nail on the head. He had 


answered truthfully about his family, but he had started to doubt his reasons for hoping for Jani's survival. 


He was frightened by his own thoughts. 


OF all visions seen, this one makes him scream 


While Elias was helping Jani to get along with his new crutch, Tommy was saying goodbye to his wife and 
children. Half of the wolf pack was supposed to accompany her to the Rovaniemi settlement, according to Jani, 
who had managed to convince the wolves, that they all were important to him and thus, to be protected They 
didn't know if the road was still open or had Elias and Henkka's families made it there safely. They only had 
fool's hope. But that thin, silvery line of hope was the best they got since the feeling of dread was hanging 
above them like a cloud and the wolves were restless. By the looks of it, something bad was approaching the 
Wolf Range and they had to hit the road as fast as they could. They all saw Tommy was reluctant to leave - 
with- the group, but he also didn't want to leave the group. 


The blond-haired man wasn't the only one hesitant about leaving their little sanctuary. Mikko was battling with 
himself as well. Should he embrace his own beliefs again and accompany Pirre and the children to Rovaniemi, or 
should he follow Jani and help him as much as he could? He felt awkward without the redhead nearby, the few 
days had brought them closer to each other. The medic was scared to feel this attached to the injured man, 
who still held his secrets. 


"What is the plan now?" Tony asked as he walked down the path alongside Jani, who still occasionally tripped 
over, much to Mikko's distaste about the condition of the wound. 


"Get out of here. Sure enough, the forest is safe, but so are the plains. We need to find either Strato or 
Altaria first. Then we can think ahead." 


"So... if we stay, they will find us and shoot us. If we leave, they might find us and shoot us anyway." Tony 


still wasn't convinced, and neither were Marko and Henkka. 
"Look, this is a shitty situation" 


"you can say that again.." Make muttered, earning a dark glare from Elias, who was walking close to Jani in 
order to help him up when he fell. 


"-But we can live longer if we keep moving. And | did not ask you all to come with me... I'm going to Altaria 
settlement, you can go wherever you want. Go with Strato or the Altaria. Moving groups are harder to find, 


the storms cover tracks very effectively." 
"Jani. We come with you. You know way more of the world outside Wolf Range, of the North, of the whole 
Kemi area around us. We have been isolated for a long while and | just beelined here from Oulu." Elias showed 


support and looked pointedly at Tony, who raised his hands. 


"Oh alright. We won't return here... " 


They made it down from the Range and before them was nothing but snow all the way to the horizon. It was 
starting to snow as well. Wolves separated into two groups after Jani and Tommy saw Pirre, Ella, and Eetu off, 
Jani because the wolves needed to remember they weren't supposed to attack them. The woman pulled Eetu in 
a small sleigh, while Ella walked beside her as far as she could before hopping in the sleigh. They head off along 
the edges of the forest, some distance to the north, which was supposed to be an old railway. Along with that, 
Rovaniemi was easy to find. Just as they had turned to go, Ella had run back and hugged Jani's good leg, 
before dashing to follow her mother. 


"Tommy... If we find Strato or Altaria, it's easy to send someone after them," Jani tried to console the 
trembling blond. The redhead then turned his attention to the surroundings. He knew this place. 


"Now what?" Marko asked and tightened his fur-lined hood around his face. 


| know where we are.. This leads straight to the Altaria settlement. | think | know the general direction where 


to go, but it takes us away from the forest edges.. Out into the open.” 

‘Great, you're making us all sitting ducks!" Henkka grumbled, Tony was nodding his agreement. 
"And | wouldn't call that a straight route." 

"Then we keep traveling through the night.. Rest the day?" 


“That's insane, we don't have enough juice in the flashlights to keep doing that, so we walk through the 
daylight.” 


"You just made my point for me.." Jani silenced Henkka and Tony. 


Mikko and Elias just shrugged and forcibly turned the two complainers around and to the direction they needed 
to go to. The medic just wanted to put as much distance between them and the possible danger zone and it 
was clear Tommy and Elias had the same in their minds, Marko not giving two shits about the whole thing. 
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It was hard to tell how early in the morning they had left, but it seemed to grow dark impossibly fast. The 
last light was quickly diminishing with the heavy snowfall. Huge flakes made them look like walking snowmen with 
weird snow wolves with them. Mikko and Tommy were trailing behind, while Marko and Elias trudged in the deep 
snow to make a path for the rest. By the time they couldn't see a meter away from their noses, they stopped 
and dug a snow hole for the whole group. They decided against making a fire, they didn't want anybody to find 
them, besides; all the wood they'd found was frozen and they had only a small bunch of kindling. Firewood 


wasn't the biggest priority and they were supposed to be on the road no more than two days. The wolves, led 
by the alpha male, kept sniffing around and stayed up the whole night, while tired travelers wrapped 
themselves to their thick blankets from their backpacks, sleeping only a few hours though. Tony didn't really 
sleep a wink. He glared at Jani throughout the night, while the poor redhead was nodding off or squirming 
because his leg hurt like hell. 


Mikko had inched closer and closer to Jani during the short nap he took. The redhead made a point to ignore 
both, he could sense Tony's death glare, but also warmth radiating from the medic. He had long ago come to 


the conclusion, that his mere presence rubbed Tony's fur the wrong way. 


Restless wolves woke them up from the chilly shuteye. Behind the thick clouds, the sun was already rising. 
What little it would help. Mikko and Jani were dragged up and they seemed to be sleeping on their feet. The 
heavy snowfall had stopped for the day and the group felt disoriented because their tracks had been covered, 


"Just great." Marko muttered and broke more of the snow cave that had formed around them. "The forest 


was to our right, or am | lying a shitload?" 


"The forest must stay on our right side, then we are heading in the right direction, but it needs to get 
further away from us as we go.." Jani replied as Elias helped him over the edge. They had camped in some 


sort of a crater or a frozen river bank. "If it was summer, we'd be lost." 


"But you know where we are, right?" Tommy prodded; he didn't like this the least bit. The redhead calmly took 
off his glove and rubbed his tired and sore eyes. He could barely make out any details of the landscape. "-/- 


can't tell how far or near the forest we are. Everything is so.. white-ish gray." 


The only option for them was to spread a little to regain their bearings. Jani remained there, trying to calm 
his nerves. It was Tony who realized they had ventured further away from the forest during the storm than 


they had thought. 
"Guys! We are quite a distance away from the edge!" 


Nobody heard him. They all stared straight ahead. The rising sun brought more visibility and revealed several 
thin columns of smoke rising from the distance. Mikko touched Jani's shoulder, the redhead looked odd to his 
eyes. 


"Let's head towards that smoke. Jani? The wolves are already moving towards whatever is burning." 


The slow journey across the plain began, the safety of the forest constantly out of their immediate reach. 
Every single one of them was tired and irked to the core. To some of them, this seemed pointless and foolish, 
they were sitting ducks, out from their safe haven, and an air raid could take them out in an instant. Elias and 
Tony were quietly talking while taking the front, Henrik trying to engage sullen Tommy into a conversation, while 
Marko simply trudged ahead, not really caring about anything. 


"I still don't trust Joni.. Why this Altaria settlement is so important, that we have to go there? How can 
shamans help? They are healers, from what | know.." 


"| don't know, Tony, but so far, I've gotten the gut feeling about him and that he knows a lot more than we do, 


thus | count on him leading us to somewhere sate." 
"You count on a guy who doesn't even give his last name, let alone talk about his mother-" 


"How many of us talk about the past? | lost a lot of friends in the south, as did you. | didn't tell you about the 
young boy | fancied despite being married to my wife. Wake up Tony, you keep to yourself too much..” 


Tony fell silent after that comment, glancing behind every now and then, noting Jani's pained look. Elias’ 
offhanded comment slipped off his mind like water on a duck's back. 


"That smoke.. It's from the Altaria settlement... | recognize those hills now." Mikko almost fell on his face in the 
snow, when Jani suddenly spoke. Barely composing himself, he turned back to stare at the redhead, along with 
the gang. 


"So.. we are gonna be safe there?" Henkka asked and coughed after a gust of wind brought a good deal of 
nasty-smelling smoke to his face. 


"This is my home.." Jani's response wasn't the one they were hoping to hear. It was filled with hesitation and 


something else they quite couldn't wrap their minds around. Fear? 


The smell of smoke grew stronger and stronger until the only obstacle was the hill between them and 
whatever was burning. Wolves were already standing on top of it, restless and whining, making the anxiousness 
hit them as well. None of them paid attention to the sky, however, when something happened, that the world 
hadn't seen in ages. Clouds were thinning and if one was to look up, one would see the faintest hints of blue 


sky. Growing light seemed to aim for the camp, which made each of them hurry to the top. 


In everyone's life, there will be at least one moment, when time seems to stand still. This was one of them for 
the group. The slight sunshine seemed to bring unwanted irony into the situation at hand. 


| have a gut feeling something is veeeeery wrong here." the gruffest-looking man said aloud what everyone 


else was thinking. They all turned to look at the redhead. He had grown deathly pale, confirming all their fears. 
The whole settlement was deserted, some crates and cottages plus three small goahtis, or kotas, were still 
burning, most of the structures incinerated by fire long before their arrival. Not even the heavy snowfall 


before had made the fire go out. Only the largest kota was intact-ish. 


"Jani?" 


"No... This can't be happening." he mumbled, ignoring the inquiries from others, as he started limping down the 
hill, towards the widespread settlement. The others had no choice but to follow him. The wolves remained at 


the hilltop. 


A closer look revealed countless footprints covered by the snow, but still visible as deep imprints. Tony kneeled 
by a lump under the snow that seemed fresh but started to regret his decision of digging it out. It turned out 
to be a dead husky pup. Healthy looking, only that it was dead. 


"This puppy has been shot. Who does this kind of thing?" the curly-haired man asked and pet the frozen fur, 


swallowing his tears. 


"Shot? If you forgot, Jani was shot too, and that wolf too, back at the Wolf Range. It was -them-. Soldiers. But 
where the hell are the people?" Tommy raged, keeping his voice down though. The group was going from 
surviving kota to kota, but they all were empty. 


"There are bullet casings and blood everywhere beneath the fresh snow," Marko muttered and brushed down 
his hood. 


"Mother? Father? Anyone?" Jani called out, voice trembling. 


Mikko stood aside, next to Tony, watching as Jani seemed to descend into full panic. There was blood seemingly 
all over the place, not a single living soul left of his home. The scream of rage and anguish made even the 


wolves cower in fear. 


Elias stood on what seemed to be a path trampled by several and then again several people. The trail lead to 
the woods and with squinting, he saw the path going up onto the higher ground again. 


"Jani? What is up there? A hideout or something?" 


It took a harsh hit to the shoulder from Henkka to bring the redhead out from whatever realm of his mind he 
was about to enter. Letting him catch his breath before he could start hyperventilating, the watery eyes 
followed the trail Elias pointed out. 


"No. Just a big natural spring. Biggest I've seen after Strato's water source." 
"Why there are tracks going there, then? A lot of people, by the looks of it” 
None of them had the answers. They played rock-paper-scissors to see who would accompany Jani, who had 
already started to limp that way, to this pond he spoke of. Tommy and Elias were the duo who lost. The rest 


went to see if there was anything edible left, anything that could be salvaged. Forgetting Mikko, who stood at 
the same spot still, looking up at the sky, wishing, praying this all to be over. 
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The pond was surrounded by jagged blocks, which with closer inspection turned out to be thick and clear ice, 
broken and dragged out of the whole pond like a marker. 


"Woah, this isn't a spring, it's a pond, bordering a lake." the blond mumbled and cast a sideways glance at the 
redhead, who was staring at the pond and the surroundings with a confused frown. Elias cautiously stepped 


over the ice block ring and scooped away the snow that covered the newly formed ice. 


‘Oh holy cow.. This is not a pond anymore.. It's a mass grave." He scrambled away as fast as he could. The 
wind picked up and blew the majority of the powder snow off. What was supposed to be water, was frozen 
blood and bodies. All beneath bloodswirly sheet of ice. Men, women, children, and even a few dogs. The 
grotesque gravesite was too much for the blond man, who bolted back to the settlement. Elias couldn't even 
bare to look at it anymore, so he kept on watching Jani, who hadn't said anything or moved an inch. Fearing the 


younger would have some sort of a stroke soon, he carefully came next to the man. 


Before he could do anything more, the redhead appeared to find what he was looking for, letting out another 
pained wail from his already tortured throat. All the other could do was stand there, helpless, when Jani hurled 
himself down onto the ice, gloved hands removing the remains of the snow from on top of two faces that 


were clearly familiar to him. 


Tony and Marko caught up with them, thankfully silent in their reactions. They just stood there, sort of silent 
company and support to the young man, who was ranting incoherently, hitting the ice with his fists, sobbing 
and trembling. After a while, he seemed to have calmed down enough to start searching for more familiar 


faces. They couldn't blame him. They would do that too. 


"| think.. our plans just went to hell." Make whispered. 


The others sat inside the biggest kota, which hadn't burned badly, uncomfortable to the boot. 


“Tommy? What did you see?" Henkka asked after the blond came back from outside. It was unfortunate that 
one couldn't unsee the things that were seen That had come clear as soon as the deathly pale and a little 
greenish man had stumbled back to the campsite. 


"That pond.. was a mass grave.. The bodies had been thrown into the water.." 
"Please.. Don't say more." Mikko cut in, trying to eat the piece of jerked meat he found. The trio fell into 


silence, listening to when the rest would return. They got more to think in a moment when the eerily familiar 


scene of Elias more or less dragging Jani into the kota "I've seen that sight before." 


"He passed out on the way down. Can't blame him for that either. He threw one hell of a fit up there. Care to 
return to planet Earth?" 


“more like planet hell.” the barely coherent redhead grunted but managed to make his right leg cooperate. 
Nobody said anything as he made his way onto one of the cots, slumping down onto the old furs and rugs. "You 
can get water if you drag those ice blocks here.. The water was great. Make yourselves at home, might as 
well crash here for tonight." 

Eyebrows were raised. 


"This was my home." 


"What is that awful stench?" Henkka asked as he was passing Tony, Elias, and Marko, intending to go and mind 


his own business. "Oh, it was Make. Might as well drag enough ice here to get him some water to wash up..." 


"I'm more than happy to help", Elias quipped and they both took a hasty leave from the kota, leaving Tony, 
Tommy, and Mikko trying to contain their mirth. 


"Heeeeeey!" 
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Later that night, the group was sitting around the fire; grumpy, but relatively clean Marko gave them the 


silent treatment. 


"Jani? Did somebody live in this, or was this for like.. gatherings?” Tony asked. The figure lying some distance 


away shifted, the other hand clutching the left thigh near the wound. Mikko looked openly alarmed at this. 


"My parents. They.. both.. were shamans. I'm a descendant of two of the eldest lines of shamans. | was their 
apprentice and heir." 


"You gotta be joking!” the older man gawked. 
"lim in too much pain to even think of joking!" 
The dark-haired medic was beside him in an instant. 


"Your leg is still sore? You've been moving around a lot." 


"Everywhere.. Seriously everywhere." came the mumbled response barely audible after his previous outburst. 
The rest pointedly ignored the pair, but it was hard after the "Oh FUCK!" that came in perfect unison. Mikko 


never swore. Things were clearly bad. 


"We'd need something antiseptic for that. Immediately. And anything that can be used as some sort of painkiller. 
Did your parents have anything here?" 


All attention was on Jani now, as he sat up and looked around for a bit. With his left leg now completely 
rendered useless, he dragged himself a few meters and started to toss rugs and discarded clothes out of the 
way and motioned Tony to help him. 


"Lift that. It's an underground storage..." 


A thick wooden lid was lifted up and while the curly-haired man held it up, Jani rummaged around blindly, with 
almost his whole upper body down there. 


"Come on, fuckers. | know you are here. Mom was so sure you'd be here~" he said in a sing-song voice. In a 


few moments, he tossed up a tied bunch of something odd looking. "Best we had." 
Replacing the lid, Tony took a hold of the bunch. 


"Well, damn. Dry willow bark. Never thought of it. But before you get your head high up in this, | need to ask 
you something.” 


The redhead, who had dragged himself back on his "bed" for more gruesome treatment for his leg, looked up. 


"What now? Everyone you counted on for help is dead. You brought us into a place that has been raided. 


Everyone was butchered!" 


"Tony. | didn't find my friends. My parents are dead, yes. But more or less 20 people only were killed here. 
Altaria was much bigger than that. And | think they weren't here when the trigger-happy-assholes decided to 
pump everyone full of lead", the young shaman apparently had a bad temper when he was tired and sore. Not 
to mention having his leg poked with who knew what. "I'm pretty sure the wandering half was some distance 
away, relatively safe, arrived too late and all they could do was bury them. | don't know how many, | haven't 


seen them in a year or two." 
"You don't sound so sure." 
"What is your damn problem with me? You could have left me to fucking die there!" 


Tony didn't answer, just focused on making the tea for Jani. Maybe with enough willow bark to knock him out 
for rest of the day. 


"Not meaning to throw fuel to the fire here, but Tony might be jealous of that tattoo you have." 
"Henkka.. Thanks so goddamn much!" Tony hissed, making Jani turn back to him, eyebrows raised. 


"That is your problem? Then why have you never searched for a shaman? You surely would have the 


potential." 


Elias mumbled something along the lines of wish we didn't need fo hear this whole shit., the other three 


agreeing with him. 
"You think?" 


"Yeah. You have faith. You believe in it, to the unseen, or at least have an inclination for it, that is the key. 
When you believe, you can achieve anything, besides, you sleeptalk." Jani said, giving a slight smile that turned 
into a cringe. "Is that have to hurt that much." he asked when Mikko pulled too harshly. 


"Could you teach me?" the ever-curious man asked and sat down next to Jani with the wooden mug. He 


seemed to deflate when the shaman apprentice shook his head. 


"My training wasn't complete, | don't know everything yet, and never will, now that they are both dead. Father 
knew runes and was still in the middle of teaching me all the tricks, including all the details with Sudenmieli 
when | left. Mother instead.. Probably never got the chance to even start making a witch drum for me.. | 


wasn't the best of students.. or sons." 


"There gotta be other shamans!" He was getting desperate. The group was hopeful those two would start 


getting along; their awkward ignorance was frying their nerves. 


"Yes, there are.. | don't know how many they have slaughtered though.. | don't know where the others are. | 


just knew my parents." 


The sound of the crackling fire was the only thing they listened to for some time, each of them taking in the 
details of Janis childhood home. Outside, the wolves were circling the settlement, sniffing tracks, trying to 
chew the leather that covered the smaller kotas. 


| wonder what now.. We obviously cannot stay here. Who knows if they have found up to Wolf Range already? 
Makes me feel we are running from ghosts", Elias said quietly as he looked at the kuksas on a wooden shelf 
nailed between two support posts, small and lovingly carved, one of them had cracked. "Jani still doesn't share 


everything with us.." he motioned towards the passed-outT young man. 


| hope this doesn't lessen your trust in him, but he a has high fever again. His whole body is on fire. I've done 
all | can, but l'm afraid that he will die because of that sooner or later. | still don't think that the earlier was 


all fever talk though. His eyes were clear but not.. like a fever dream clear." Mikko piped in from his perch. He 
had taken the spot right next to Jani, keeping a close eye on him. 


"You don't think.. it's in." 


"Most likely. It's the only explanation | have for this", Mikko said in a sad tone. The infection was poisoning his 


blood, weakening him at an alarming rate. And painfully. 
| have an idea A crazy one." 


"Tony.. You and your crazy ideas don't tend to end well." Tommy warned. He looked like a living dead, the 
constantly moving shadows caused by the fire weren't helping the illusion 


"IF we find the rest of Altariaorwhatever, and this other group, maybe we could.. | dunno, take out the group 
that is slaughtering people this blindly." 


"Oh, that does it. He has now officially lost it. Tony, your tree doesn't clearly go all the way to the top!" Marko 


claimed. 
"Pipe down!" 
"Shut it, you both!" 


"Now you've done it." Henkka cut in before the half-whispered argument could get any further. They had 
roused the redhead. "Eh, sorry if they woke you up. You better just pass out again. I'll keep them quiet.” 


Shaking his head, he motioned Mikko closer and whispered something into his ear. A frown etched onto the face 
of the medic, he got up and went to search for something from the pile of bags nearby. 5 pairs of raised 
eyebrows followed his movements. Returning with a small leather pouch with burnt symbols, Mikko handed it 
to Jani, kneeling behind him. Pouring something clattering onto his hand, he closed his fist, bringing it to his lips 
and whispered something, looking at Tommy. He then extended his arm and dropped the items onto the ground. 
Several reindeer bones and antler pieces fell down, with runes burned into them. Wind outside seemed to 


whisper and the hand hovering over the fragments trembled. 

"Your family is safe.. Very close to Rovaniemi already.." 

"How can you tell?" 

| was taught how to make simple inquiries to the spirits through rune bones. Something that is easy to 
master. | learned this when | was I0. These were mine, | forgot them here.. | made my own years ago but they 


were left behind with T- with Strato." 


"Are you sure? Or are you up in willows or is that fever talk?" 


Trying to smile with a slightly and oddly numb face, Jani tried to assure Tommy he wasn't lying. They wouldn't 
believe how he suddenly through medicine-induced sleep managed to remember a such thing. Blue eyes slipped 
shut and he was out again. Mikko arranged him underneath his blanket again, not daring to touch the delicate- 
looking bones still on the carpeted floor. 

"Tommy, do you believe him?" Tony asked, looking at the bones. 

"My mind says | can't" 

"But your heart thinks you should" 


"Damn right it does." 


Nothing is enough for Generation Greed. Angels die for 
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The screams still echoed around the frosty tunnels. Two days ago the soldiers had dragged away the only male 
prisoner they had kept on torturing in all forms possible. The youngest. Blue eyes wide, he had fought against 
them, still having strength, but a hit to the head had made him crumple like a rag-doll, blood slowly dripping 
from his head to the floor. The soldiers had grabbed him and dragged him away, forcing the others to stay 
back at gunpoint. 


They couldn't tell how many rounds of torture he went through, but nobody could shut their ears from those 
blood-chilling screams. Screams for help, for mercy, for long lost friends and relatives.. The true worry began, 
when the screams were starting to be far and few and incoherent. All had a pattern. They would start with 
whips, move to canes, use water, hot irons, needles.. The list was too long for them to remember after going 
through it themselves. After a few hour-long breaks and the prisoners were in tears of desperation, part 
hoping he would survive and others wishing he would die before they would lose their cool, before he could 


suffer any more, yet he had survived for weeks so far, somehow holding on 
By nightfall, they heard nothing. The three women tried to hold their tears, they all feared the worst. 


"Rolf didn't even know anything." Anette, the eldest woman whispered, huddled in the corner of the bench. She 


had cared for him like he was one of her own children. 


"They wouldn't have believed us if we told them... | just hope he is in a better place.." the taller woman said 
just as quietly, standing next to the small window, looking at the darkness outside as if it held an answer to 
their questions. 


Morning came and none of them had slept a wink out of fear and worry. They all turned when the door opened 


and a lifeless body was dragged in. 


The small man was unceremoniously dropped onto the cold and hard concrete and the two soldiers left and the 
other two brought them the very little food they were given in the mornings. As soon as they were gone and 


the door was once again locked, Anette and Tarja, the tall and serious woman, rushed to Rolf's side. Breathing 


was shallow, his face was bruised up and bloody and only a familiar mop of hair could help them identify their 
friend. 


‘Oh, why... Rolf? Please, can you hear me?" Anette pleaded, but no response came. She gently patted his sides 
and made him twitch. 


"They went all out on him.. Come on, let's make him as comfortable as we can.." The trio of ladies moved him 
carefully onto the blankets the others gave up in order to ease what they were certain were Rolf's final 


moments. None of them had faith in his survival anymore, he was so pale. 


"Please... help us.” the tallest man, known as Tuomas whispered when he pulled his warm blanket over the boy. 


Air vibrated in response by the window until stalling. All they could do was wait, for a miracle. 
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They had carved it into the moderately sized fell. The entrance wasn't even hidden. They were arrogant, 
boasting and parading around with their immense power. A faceless organization hounding for riches and labor 
force, building more and more weapons and vehicles that could withstand the coldness. Only to sell them to the 
highest bidder with outrageous prizes. And the fools bought. They were raiding Lapland from its natural 
resources, killing people blindly to test out their weaponry. 


Within the crafted, frost-covered walls lay corridors. Countless corridors with thick glass doors. There are two 
doors made of steel. Blue and biting cold. Another one has a small window on it, with bars. In that cell, lies a 
battered group, most of them having been tortured to reveal locations of riches, of settlements. The three 
women were left relatively unharmed, but every man had gone through different tortures and experiments, 
few had perished and one was dragged back to the cell the day before, having been useless for information, 
the young man had been battered black and blue by frustrated interrogators. Several times. The prisoners 
tried to help him, make him comfortable, letting him know he wasn't alone. Anette, mother of small children, 
them now walking with angels, hovered by him every single moment she could The short youngster looked 
even tinier as he was huddled into their blankets. Tuomas, the tall shaman of Nightwish, stood by the small 
window, gazing outside, waiting for something. Hope flew high in his mind, the swift wind carrying their unspoken 


wish through the barren lands. 
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Tony woke up with a start that morning, disoriented. He had seen a fell, had seen an injured man, had seen a 
pair of dark eyes he did not recognize staring at him. It was a dream, but it felt so real it was nearly surreal. 
He glanced around; Elias, Marko, and Henkka were more or less snoring up a storm around the dying fire. Mikko 
was curled up into a ball next to Jani, who seemed out cold. Tommy was nowhere to be seen in the dark, his 
blond hair was like a torch sometimes, easy to spot in the darkness. He was found outside, head in his hands, 


seemingly trying to hold his tears. 


"The earlier troubles you?" Tony asked as he sat down next to the younger mon. A shuddering sigh was the 


only response he got. "You miss them, don't you?" 
Tommy glared at Tony with red-brimmed eyes but remained silent: 


"I know.. understatement of the century. | saw a freaky dream. People were in a prison or something, someone 


was looking at me.. | haven't gone crazy just yet. Though with Jani around, | might." 
"He did say you would be a good shaman. Maybe you contacted another shaman through sleep? Gosh, now -+ 
sound crazy." Tommy muttered and watched the sleeping wolves. The wind had started to pick up again after 


the brief snowstorm. "I wish | had gone with them. | really do." 


Tony felt sorrow and melancholy grip his heart but remained silent. The blond needed someone to talk to about 


it, now that he wanted to, needed to unload his heart. 

Inside the kota, Mikko stirred and out of habit, ran his hand over Jani's face and neck, finding him scorching 
hot. The fever still ran high. He ended up sitting up next to him, checking up on him constantly. The heavy 
snowfall that started again drove Tony and Tommy back inside and they shared an awkward moment, staring at 
each other for a moment until the duo tried to keep the fire going. 

"Is he seeing a nightmare?" Tommy asked when upon shifting closer, heard the unnaturally quick breathing. 

"He has been like this for a while now.. Its not a nightmare.. He's really sick..” 


"How sick?" 


"He won't make it.. He will d-.. Only a few days left, with luck, a week or even two. | haven't treated anyone 


with a.. blood poisoning before. The wound isn't healing because he moves. The infection set in despite it all..." 
"So... he is dying?" 

"Yes. And there is nothing else we can do, but hope he can see his friend before the end." 

They didn't notice Jani holding his eyes open a fraction, hearing their whispered talking through the haze. 
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"Tuomas?" the eldest woman in the cell asked. The tall man turned to look at her, while she sat with the young 
man's head cradled in her lap as if he was one of her children. "He isn't faring so well.. We are losing him at 


this rate.. Did you see anything?" 


"Yes. Hope. He just needs to hold on until maybe the end of the week, then we will all breathe free air again.. He 
will make it. He has to.." Long-fingered hand brushed through the short, dirty hair, drawing a whimper out of 


him. 
"Hang in there, Rolf..." 
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The morning was late when they finally managed to wake up the redhead. He wasn't himself for the first two 
hours at all, worrying them all. They would have put it to the flu-willow-exhaustion-too little sleep -tab, but 
the dark look on the dark-haired medic's face told them enough. Something bigger was amiss. Luckily, after a 
meager breakfast, he seemed to get a hang of things again. 


"Where to now?" Marko asked as he put aside his bowl of food. Henkka's cooking was decent, but he didn't have 
much appetite. 


"No idea. This was the biggest hope we had, but seeing everyone annihilated like this." Tony muttered. They 
were homeless now. They couldn't even stay here. Jani collected his rune bones and held them in the palm of 
his hand, whispering words in a language they weren't sure if they knew. Bones clattered on an empty plate and 


the shaman seemed to be deep in thought. One of the bones was moving on its own. 


"What the actual fuck?!" Henkka screeched and Elias too looked horrified, the looks on their face soon copied by 
the rest of them. 


"They are on the move, slowly.. We can catch them.. Strato.. and Altaria.. They will stop soon.. We must leave 


now." Jani mumbled, sounding a bit winded. 


"But why is that one moving?!" Others hadn't moved after they were dropped and the rebounds ceased, but 
the one with a simple dot kept rocking and making it across the plate at a scary rate. 


| asked the location.. of my friend.. That marks his group.. The river will force them to.. come to our path.. if 


we go north." 


Marko got up and opened the flap of the kota Only to get a face full of snow. The storm was blinding, all they 
could see were white flakes, heard the howling wind and only now realized that the fire wasn't crackling that 


loud, it was the goahti's support beams, creaking in the wind. 


"We are not going. You would die within two minutes out there and we'd get lost. We stay here. End of 


discussion" 


Nobody argued with Henkka and they settled down Once they got used to the kota and living in such a confined 
space, they all found it more or less pleasant. If you liked watching your head and steps constantly.. Mikko 
rummaged through this and that, all the things that seemed to be not the most personal belongings. He looked 
rather sad upon finding old children's toys; those had been clearly well-loved. 


Elias managed to find pure white fur vests, obviously made for hunters. They all stared at them, wide-eyed. 
They had to wait with their shit ton of questions until Jani woke up again. The redhead was sleeping, or 


unconscious again. The rune bones were still 


It wasn't until after sunset when Jani finally stirred They all had already been in various stages of worry 
about his health, which was declining. More rapidly than Mikko had seemed to anticipate. Tony sat next to the 


shaman and pointed at the bones. 
"Can you teach me how to use those?" he asked, hopeful. Tired, alarmingly bright blue eyes lifted to look up at 


him. After a final look at the bones, the shaman simply gathered them to his hand and gave them to Tony's 
hand. 


"Not sure if they work.. since they are personal.. You'd need your own set." 

"Can we at least try?" 

Jani agreed and pulled himself to a sitting position, leaning heavily against the smaller man for a moment. 

"You need to clear your mind.. Not easy at the start, but it will be eventually. Then, you need to think about 
what you need to know. Let's say.. ask the spirits.. will the storm end by morning.. Hold them tightly.. Now, 
whisper to them, you don't necessarily need a special language. Remember.. to honor the spirits.. Ask it.” 

Tony felt like an idiot in front of the others, but he saw no mocking looks or grins, just disbelief, and even 
curiosity. He whispered his question, would the storm be over by morning, and Jani grabbed his hand, guided it 


over the plate, and told him to drop the bones. 


The clatter seemed loud and the clinks high. The oldest of the group realized that was the easiest part. He 
didn't know anything about the runes. 


"Now what?" 

"That seemed to work well. Better than | expected. What did you feel, when they dropped?" 

'Like.. something flowed along my arm before you touched it. | can still feel it, hovering near me. Can you?" 

| know that spirit. It has been here for years.." Jani said no more of the spirit they both felt, making the rest 
of the group uneasy. He explained the meaning of each rune, making sure they were etched into Tony's 
memory. Taught him how they touched and what that would reveal. 

"In time, when you use them, you don't need to know what they mean. You can feel the spirits and hear the 
answers. My previous answer came from the winds. Yours came from someone who used to own these. My 


grandfather. He still lingers here.. And he knows you will be a more powerful shaman than | would ever be. Try 


again, the winds are hard to reach.." 
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The next morning they found themselves nearly snowed in. Pulling the white camouflage vests on, they set off 
after breakfast. Traveling was slow, even slower than before they found the settlement. Despite the fever and 
obvious pain, Jani had insisted on keeping going. Maybe he knew he was not going to get better and wanted to 
see his friends one last time before the blood poisoning got any worse and his body would finally give up. 


The wolves kept following them, loyal as they were to their master, the shaman. Jani kept telling Tony 
different things about spirits and their world, as much as he could with his labored breathing and occasional 
dry heave between coughing fits. 


The journey didn't seem to progress, but according to the rune bones, they were, in fact, gaining on their 
targets. Strato and Altaria. Everyone was getting tired and hungry as they finally reached a rather high hilltop, 


getting a great view over the frozen Kemi river, dense forests, a dam.. 


"Guys? We gotta find shelter or something for tonight. | think its late afternoon." Elias told them and grabbed 


a hold of Jani when he almost toppled over. 


"That building is most likely locked.. Maybe the forest will offer more shelter. Wait a minute.. Look at that! 
There is something moving at the edge of the forest, along the road!" Henkka exclaimed. Tony squinted and so 
did everybody else. "Did we catch them? That group seems big; | can see more movement in the woods." 


Jani stumbled forward when he saw familiar colors. The wolves started howling when he took down his hood 
and waved. The group seemed to freeze. From the distance, they saw several people turning towards them and 


another one lowering a hood from the parka as well. 


"Its them.. We caught them." Jani said and started to limp down the hill with his crutch as fast as he could 
The rest stood there awkwardly for a while before they caught up with the redhead and helped him down the 
hill. The distance was surprisingly long; they made it after the dam when they could see the person running 
toward them clearly. Short stature, long, tangled dirty blond hair, and a pair of sky-blue eyes. 


"Timo!" Jani shouted and more or less threw himself at the shorter man, who returned the embrace just as 


tightly. The older man was crying and holding on to Jani as a drowning person clings to anything floating. 

| thought you were dead. We all did” 

He brought their foreheads together, hands on either side of their faces. The others felt like they were 
intruding on something intimate and they tried to look away, but it was hard. The raw emotion between the 


duo was overwhelming and like a magnet: 


"They found me.. just in time.” 


Three more people approached them, all of them delighted to see the redhead alive. He belonged to them, it 
was clear as a day. A blond duo, a very short man, and a somewhat taller woman hugged him tight and the 


man who looked to be the eldest said something that made them all laugh. 
"You found him?" Timo asked. 
Tony and Marko nodded. 


"Yeah, we followed your tracks out of curiosity. Found him just in time, he would have been dead in a few 
hours. Thankfully we had someone in our settlement who knows how to treat wounds...” Tony trailed off, not 


willing to say that the wound was badly infected and poisoning Jani's bloodstream at an alarming rate. 
"Thank you. For not leaving him there.. I'm Timo, by the way.’ 


They did a quick round of introductions; all of them coming to the conclusion that the man called Jens was 


slightly out there. 


"We are about to try to find a good spot for a temporary camp within the woods, before heading to 
Rovaniemi. We saw what the soldiers did in Altaria base camp.. We had no other means to bury them, but to 
sink them into the pond. Jani, we are sorry you had to find it out that way.. Apparently, your mother and 
father had put up a big fight." Timo explained while helping the redhead trudge forward, he seemed to be out 
of strength. 


"Are we all gonna go there and hide? We should go and try to fight them, to end this. | have a feeling they 
won't hear reason," Tony said, rather disappointed with Strato's behavior. Some of the Altaria seemed to perk 
at his plan. 


"And get ourselves killed? We are free. Freel" the shortest, Emppu exclaimed. The whole campfire fell silent and 
Tony heaved a tired sigh. They settled down, well hidden from the eyes on ground level. Mikko looked so out of 
place, now that he didn't need to go all mother hen over Jani when he was being treated by his friends. As 
soon as the woman saw the bare wound, she looked at the dark-haired medic, disbelief in her eyes. She knew 


the redhead had his final countdown going on. 


"Jani?" Tony suddenly spoke up. The tired blue eyes opened, looking rather dull in color when illuminated by the 
fire. "| saw a strange dream, but it felt like reality. | saw a fell, with some sort of entrance at its slope, | saw 
a prison with someone badly injured and.. eyes. Felt like someone was watching me. | saw a pair of eyes 


watching me, looking for hope." 
The younger was silent for a moment. 
"I saw the same thing. Several people.. in a prison.. tortured.. A shaman.. The one you saw looking.. is a shaman. 


he is seeking for help.. through spirits." Several pairs of eyes flew wide at Janis words. Tony obviously had 


the talent to become a shaman, Jani wasn't the worst shaman and somewhere, was the third one. 


"Wait a minute.. Wasn't the Nightwish group living more up north? They vanished, and only one sami man made 
it south, to us, said the rest fled north, who weren't.. caught." the tall one with long, dark curls mused out 
loud. "The camp was completely destroyed.. he said they seemed to be experimenting with equipment.” 


'So.. Altaria people were.. guinea pigs for the soldiers?" Elias asked slowly from Lauri, looking rather green 


around the edges. And he wasn't the only one. 
"This world is sick." Tommy whispered, eyes closed tightly. 


"Then we need to stop this madness. It is hard to live this way, even without them wanting To use us every 
moment. Nobody wants to sleep with guns and knives beneath their pillows. | have had enough. No more 
innocent deaths. We need to stop them" Tony almost raised his voice, he was so full of fire. The Strato leader 
stood up. 


"You do it alone. | am not bringing my group with you-" 


"Those who want to come with me can come. As Emppu said, we are free. The Free. The winter hasn't frozen 
our hearts, as it has done with our lands. We can make this world a better place. One piece at a time. What we 


start, someone else finishes. We have guns, we have wolves, we have spirits and people." 


The fire seemed to make Tony look bigger, reflecting the fury in his eyes. He had had enough. Strato's leader 
sat down quietly, not wanting to be part of this. One by one, others rose. Marko, Henkka, Elias, Tommy, Emppu, 
Timo, Jani, Mikko, Jens.. Most of them were on Tony's side. He locked gazes with each and every one of them 
for a moment, settling on Jani the last. The young shaman was looking very ill, but they needed him, they all 
knew it. Death would not claim him just yet. 


"Live to fight another day..." 


Wake up my child, hope is here, With the vengeance, we 
have no time to bleed, My only world filled with fear. 
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The morning came, cold as usual, and people woke up slowly from their warm nests. The fire was already going 
and Tony saw Emppu and Jenny make breakfast from what little ingredients they had. Jani was propped up 
against a tree, wrapped in their blankets too, but the redhead didn't seem to be aware of it. Mumbling to 
himself and staring into the distance. Tony could have sworn he felt the air around him move, vibrate 


somehow. His thoughts were interrupted when a small bowl of stew was brought to him. 

"What is going on? With Jani | mean." he asked quietly from the woman. 

"The spirits. He's talking with them. It takes his mind off the pain. He will teach you how to." 

"If he has time.." 

"He has anything but time.. Breakfast time, you guys!" Jenny got everyone up from their dreamlands. 

Tony got up and went to sit down next to Jani. He had to know. 

"They speak to you?" 

The redhead cracked one eye open. 

"In a way. Not in any way you would think. Focus.” 

"On what?" 

"Well not on your food, obviously.. On what you feel.. Clear your mind and focus on feeling with your spirit" 
The task proved to be harder than Jani made it seem. After a few minutes, Tony felt it. Warmer air shifted 
around them both, touching his cheeks. He didn’t feel the bowl in his hands, barely felt the other next to him, 
not the snow beneath him, he didn't even hear the fire crackling quietly. Sad eyes bore into his soul, he could 
feel all those people he had lost and would never see again He dared to open his eyes and there they were, 
sitting in front of him. Looking to the side, he saw Jani's family too. Tears were in every pair of eyes, 


snowflakes dancing around them with the gentle wind they created. The spirits showed him what he could have 


had without fate's intervention. 


He burst into bitter tears and the images faded, returning him to loneliness. Feeling pressure on his arm, he 
looked up to see Jani holding his arm, with another ghastly limb doing the same. His mother, whom the redhead 


resembled greatly, was trying to comfort him as well. 
For a moment, nobody else mattered. There was just him and his sorrow. 


Others left him be, feeling this was something that didn't belong to them. Jani sat quietly next to him; hand on 


his arm to let him know there was somebody if he wanted to talk. 
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"Jani? Where are we at?" Tony asked as the group, now subtly renamed The Free, stood in a circle, the 


shaman sitting in the middle, the air still moving about him. Dull blue eyes opened. 


"Keminmaa. That was the River Kemi. You saw.. the base.. You need to travel towards the small fell, Katkavaara 
it used to be called Or so the spirits say. You need weapons. The wolves will follow you, even if | don't. | can't 


follow you." 
"And after that?" Henkka spoke up. "If we survive, where do we head then?" 


"From that old and abandoned village, you need to head to the south a bit, you'll either find an old road, or 
train tracks. That will take you to Rovaniemi. From that point.. It's approximately bOkm.." 


"Long and winding road, huh?" Tony muttered. They were interrupted by the sound of snowmobiles. They all 
quickly hid behind trees and bushes. "Or." 


"We have our transport," Elias said and tossed a gun to another man, who looked as grumpy as Make, Matias. 
Soldiers had apparently seen their little campfire and were coming to investigate. "Let's try to take them all 


out...” 


"Are you nuts?! Too many!" Tommy hissed but was quickly silenced by Emppu next to him. They had the 
element of surprise on their side at the moment. And few guns. All they needed was to take them out with 
one shot for each, preferably. Before Elias or anyone else for that matter, could pull the trigger, something 
resembling torpedoes made out of thin air shot past them, tripping the first soldiers. The wolves came down 
the hill, howling as they were charging toward the soldiers. 


Timo was the first one to start taking down the troop, one by one, picking random men he tried to shoot in 
the head. Elias and some others, who took up the few guns they had, began doing the same, the wolves tearing 
into the throats of the living, wounded, and even the dead. They didn't care. They simply wanted to shred 


throats for their master. 


It was a massacre. But a short one. They started climbing down and the last living soldier scrambled back, a 
wolf still chewing on his leg. 


"Who are you?!" came the muffled inquiry from him, helmet prevented them from seeing his face. 


"The Free," Tony said and snatched the gun from Henkka, ready to shoot the poor bastard's brains out. The 


soldier hastily removed his helmet, revealing his face. 


"Please.. | have two small children waiting for me at home with their old neighbor... their mother disappeared a 
year ago.. | had no choice but to join them.. Please.. Call the beast off and I'll be on my way.. I'm the only one 
they have.." he begged. Tony hesitated. Jani limped next to the shorter man and pushed his gun away. 


"He's not lying. Leave him." 


Tony noted Jani's voice was weak, he was swaying and leaning heavily on the crutch, his eyes weren't that blue 
anymore and his skin color was ashen. The wolf let go of the man with a pitiful whine and all but wrapped 


itself around his master's legs. 
"Most of my friends have children. Go. For their sake." 
Giving them a grateful smile, he scrambled up and started to limp towards the other side of River Kemi. 


"The Free, huh? You need a lot of luck.. Might as well help you, for letting me live. Along this road, 3 
kilometers, then 30 or so towards the northeast, then to the left, and I2 kilometers to the fell. Do what you 
can or die trying. | did what | did out of fear.." the soldier called after himself and left them to their own 


devices. 


Rw Kw REE KE ~ HK 


Some were left behind with sad goodbyes, to walk to Rovaniemi, as the small colony of snowmobiles sped along 
the once forest-surrounded roads. No living soul lived there anymore, the trees were barren, all pine trees 

included. The wolves were following them, running or not, but they saw a glimpse or two every now and then 
Or maybe their eerie howling had alerted more wolves. It brought, even more, tension to their company, since 


they were designated to leave Jani as soon as they would reach the road leading to Katkavaara. 


Thankfully the snowmobiles were designed for long trips and harsh environments, as they kept speeding along 
the old road despite time racing toward them. Tony watched from the corner of his eye as he was sitting 


behind Elias, that Timo had difficulties holding unconscious Jani behind him. 


They finally reached a promising crossroads with an old road sign, a fell surrounded by an ominous cloud 


barely visible far beyond. Tommy got off the vehicle and tried to clean it from all the frost and snow 


accumulated on the sign that was leaning back precariously. 


“This is it! Katkavaara, 12 kilometers. Now it's time to decide who goes where" he added when he re-crossed 


the wide ditch. They couldn't risk any longer, the decision needed to be done as soon as possible. 


"Jani must be taken to Rovaniemi. He hasn't woken up after the first 10 kilometers. | fear for him," Jenny 
explained and switched places with Timo, trying not to move him too much, while she sat down on the 


snowmobile. 


"Can you take him there?" Elias asked and moved to adjust the redhead so he wouldn't fall off, eventually tying 
them together with a rope as he kept slipping to his bad side. 


"Don't worry about me, I've been there once, | remember the way. Just follow tracks. We will be waiting for 


you." 


Not bothering to wait for the moment to say goodbye, she started the engine and drove off, disappearing 
behind the curve with few others. 


Tony was left to watch after them with an unsure look on his face. There was so much he would have loved 
to ask, but never got the chance. He felt the bag of runes in his pocket, they were moving. Quickly taking 
them out of his pocket, the antler pieces were soon floating in the air and a steady drumming filled his ears. 
Closing his eyes for a moment, he let the spirits take him to their destination He saw the macabre entrance, 
burning dismembered bodies on stakes, barren wasteland, and fiery sunset. Most important of all, he saw a 


labyrinth and those same tormented eyes. 


"Tony? Tony?!" Henkka waved his hand in front of Tony's face, but the older man was rather slow to snap out 
of his trance. 


"The place.. it's a labyrinth," he said once the view from his eyes had cleared. The group looked like they were 
full of doubt now. "But we have to try. Come on. IZ kilometers isn't that long. We drive it in half an hour. 


"We will be spotted." Marko muttered and kicked a snowball out of his immediate vicinity. 

"Make, stop being such a wet blanket. Don't you want to end this? I've grown tired of hiding, | want this place 
to be peaceful. I'm sick of sleeping with a knife under my pillow!" Henkka actually raised his voice, which left 
Tony, Marko, Elias, Tommy, and Mikko stare at him. "We leave now. We have few hours of daylight left. Tony?" 
"Sure, let's go. For the Free." 


One more time for the road tonight, honey 
One more try just for the hell of it 


The road was bumpy despite all layers of ice and snow, trampled to a tightly packed, rock-hard surface. 


"Holy shit! Stop, guys!" Elias shouted over the roars of engines when he saw one of their little colony flip to 
the side with the snowmobile. Timo and Emppu were thrown off onto the icy road with a tumble. Despite the 
surprisingly wide road being well-used, it was treacherous. Elias and Tony ran to help the duo. "Are you 


alright?" 


Emppu was dragged up and he sat there, hunched for a moment, knocked out cold. Timo was faring a little 


better, getting up himself. 

"What the fuck did we hit? A bear? That piece of junk just flipped over.." the elder blond mumbled as he pulled 
a glove off and rubbed his head, then wiped his face, frowning at the blood on his fingers, but he only had a 
split lip, luckily. 


"| guess that's why they keep helmets. Emppu? Wake up." 


Thankfully the shorty came to soon enough. Disoriented for a while, he looked at them like they all had grown 


second heads. Mikko came to check on him. 

"Most likely not even a concussion He spun around a few times..." was the diagnosis. "He'll be fine." 

Together they flipped the heavy vehicle over and gave the tossed-around duo a breather. By this time the 
wolves had caught up with them. Side by side, they now continued their journey. At a crossroads, they faced a 
problem. 

"So, some are running out of fuel, huh? And we're lost..." Tommy said and didn't look that impressed. Two 
snowmobiles were now out of use and they needed to share the load, which would cause the remaining use up 
more fuel. "Can't the spirit thingies guide us? I'm ready to use any option we'd have right now. And it worked 


before." 


Tony took out the rune bones again. They were floating more erratically now, spun and spun until Tony saw 


nothing but their symbols. 

‘Left, then right. Then. we should be there.. We walk" 
"WHAT?!" 

"That will take ages!" 


"Tony! You've lost it!" 


"Alright" 


They turned to look at Timo, who was opening a weapon compartment he had accidentally found in the 


snowmobile. 


"We have enough camouflage and we make less noise that way. | agree with Tony. We walk. Jens?" he asked the 


Swede. 


"We are most likely gonna die, get mutilated, no matter before or after death and then impaled on stakes, as 
Tony described having seen earlier. But we live longer if we try to take them with the surprise element. If we 


are to go and die now, might as well go with a bang." 


"Let's go and blow some heads, as much as | hate killing, but I'm not gonna sit and hide in the corner of the 
Earth forever. Those people in the Altaria settlement didn't deserve to be slaughtered like that. Grab guns, 
ammo, whatever we need, we are going now!" Tony pretty much ordered and the whole group scrambled to get 
the guns. Mikko stood aside and refused to take the offered weapon. He was still in doubt. Part of him wanted 
to be with Jani, make sure his last days, or day, judging by how his condition went worse so fast, would be 
bearable. He did trust the woman to take good care of him, he had seen the look in her eyes that spoke of 


past heartache but genuine care. 


"Mikko? Stay back, out of sight, once we arrive there, alright? We might need your medical expertise. Well, at 
least you can bandage us up quickly if needed. You have your first aid supplies close enough?" Tony asked and 
the dark-haired medic nodded before instead of a gun, several first aid kits found from the soldiers were 
dumped in his arms. "Well, that should be enough." 


They packed light, but enough. The biggest worry was how to change the bullet magazines, but after a few 
trials and errors, they had more or less figured it out. The wind was picking up and it blew harshly and cold 
from the north. With Tony in the lead with his floating rune bones, The Free shared one long gaze with each 
other and they were off. To their freedom, whether it was in this life of the next if there was any chance for 
that, they did not care. A defeat was not an option 


You bring in the machines... "fire in the hole!" 
Money is the power, morals gotta go 


"Holy shit." Timo muttered when The Free finally set their eyes on the gory entrance of the faction's HQ. The 
whole complex was literally carved into the side of the fell, through thick granite. Limbless bodies on pikes and 
the entrance looked exactly like in their worst nightmares. Matias looked ready to release his meager lunch and 


Mikko looked no better. 


"Mikko, you stay here. The wolves will go first, if they do what -we- want, that is.. They have captives, or so 
Jani said the spirits had seen We gotta be quick, but accurate. What we all have to battle for, think about 


your reasons. Those who are afraid, are free to stay here," Tony said and watched the rune bones keep 


floating erratically. Marko snorted. 
"Talk is cheap... but the suits are not. And | don't think these guys will provide us with any. Judging by their." 
"front yard decoration Freaking macabre," Henkka finished for him and checked his spare bullet magazines. 


Their whispered conversation seemed so loud in the silence. The wolves were surprisingly calm, despite the 
human carcasses that must have seemed.. tasty. Elias gave Tony's shoulder a gentle but firm squeeze and 


nodded, brown eyes filled with trust. 


"Look! Somebody's coming through the entrance." Mikko said quietly and Tony's rune bones went bonkers. They 
were still floating in the air but now they formed an orderly arrow, pointing at the entrance and then tilting 
right. Tommy cocked his gun and decided the waiting time was over. A single gunshot and the entrance wall 
received a new wall painting. The heavy steel door swung back shut, but the boot of the corpse stopped it 


from closing. 


That was their moment. It was now or never. Soldiers were emerging from the barracks and the wolves were 
off with their most horrifying hunting wail yet, intent on getting some fresh meat. They all ran for it. Emppu 
was the first one to reach the door and Elias shot the second soldier that had approached the fallen comrade. 


They all made it inside, unscathed, and left the same dead soldier to hold the door for them. 


"No alarms.. That's odd." Tommy was the first one to mumble as they slowly advanced along the dark 
corridor. The floor trims were fitted with dim blue light cables and gave them very little light. The hairs on 
the ends of their necks were raised when they suddenly heard sounds of soldiers running and the alarms went 
off somewhere deep. "Next time when I'm about to say something like that, hit me!" the man said with a 
straight face and prepared to shoot the bastards if they were to meet the next corner. 


Tony's rune bones suddenly flew to his right when they were passing a half-frozen door. The whole corridor 
was freezing, frost creeping up the walls and the doors. The bones clattered against a door that had blood 
leading to it and stayed there as if magnetic. 


"Please, somebody help! He's dying!" a nearly hysteric female voice screamed and the men sprung to action. 
"Stay away from the door, we're gonna shoot the lock." 

Breaking the lock was a headache since it took three shots from Henkka to actually break it. Elias and Timo 
wrenched the rather old-fashioned lock away and lifted the nearly frozen latch. They heard somebody 
approaching the door and help them open it, the duo pushed it while somebody pulled it from the inside. The 


tangy, coppery smell of blood hit them in the face. 


The one who had helped them with the door was a tall man with long blond hair and a scraggly beard, looking 


like he had seen better days. In the oddly spacious cell, were three dark-haired women, one of them cradling a 


young man and whispering something to him with tears running down her face. A few other men and a grim- 
looking bandanna guy were looking at them listlessly. All the fight from their eyes had died already. Tony was 
taken aback at the sight of the tall dark-haired man by the barred window. His eyes were the same he had 


seen in his mind a few days back. The shaman Jani had mentioned. 


"We came to get you out of here. And put an end to this. All of this," Tony said and looked at the battered 
group. Timo knelt next to the tortured young man and felt for a pulse. 


"He must be taken out of here right now. He's still alive." 


"Do what you must. Have any spare guns?" the two still-standing men approached them. "We will do what we 


can. 


Down in the well with them all 

| am not their slave anymore 

Cut my leash, Im not gonna bow and adore 
| will rave and plunder 


The youngster named Rolf was carried outside to Mikko to tend, while the three new additions to their fight 
group, Jukka, Marco, and Tuomas, the shaman, navigated through the maze-like HQ until huge double doors 
opened when they were at the center. 


"Well well, you made it this far.." a man in a neat business suit said while leaning against a huge dashboard 
with security camera feeds from all over the complex. He was short, had a receding hairline, and looked 


downright ridiculous. 


"You are behind all this? Taking all that you find and killing everyone in your path." Tony grumbled but didn't 
dare to raise his gun. The big red button slightly behind the Boss was partially visible and looked threatening. 


"You are the reason a friend is dying out there, you are the one whose men slaughtered an entire settlement.” 
"Ah, the one nearby? Why, yes. Those people did put up a good fight. I'm very surprised you actually found 
Katkavaara, we are hidden in plain sight, after all," his dry voice had a cruel edge to it, which made Tony 
shiver. "What do you think you can do? You are just one pawn in life's great game of chess. You can't change a 
thing. Your -friends- are going to die, the killed-off settlement won't suddenly spring back to life." 

"That's not my aim." 


"Then, do tell, what is?" 


Tony was silent for a minute. He wanted to blast this man's brains to the walls, for Jari, his comrade, for 
that young man whose bruised face and bluish lips were forever burned into his mind. Those remains of the 


Altaria settlement, the carnage.. 


"We are the Free. We want to live without fear. We want to keep living, and surviving as we've done for years. 
We are waiting for the spring. And you are standing in the way. Eventually, somebody will rise to oppose you. 


That moment is now, for you, however. Leave the North alone." 

A snort was the only answer Tony got. The short-stack turned around and observed what was going on around 
his little domain. Tony grew cold when one of the cameras focused on Mikko, trying to hide. The camera feed 
was cut off after a few seconds when somebody smashed the camera 

"You aren't that small of a group, are you?" 

"Scared yet?" Elias asked, trying to get more confidence into his voice. 


"Let me think. Err, no? Take us down and there will eventually be another group to take over." 


Sounds of running and shooting were suddenly all too clear from behind Tony, Elias, Marko, and Timo, when 
they stood by the door, trying to quickly see how they could end this stalemate. An all too familiar voice cried 


out in pain and Marko was gone from the room in a flash. 


‘Oh my, your friends are getting fewer. You know what. You leave me and my own ambitions, and you can go 


and live the rest of your short lives as you please. This is my offer." 


No one was born fo be a servant or a slave. 

Who you fell me the color of the rain? 

h the world that we live on, the lies said and done 
They can well overrun 

the power of one. 


"You are lying." Timo grumbled, 

"None of them needed to die," the boss said with a hint of sadness in his voice. 

That tasted a lie the most. Countless people had already died and more would die. Maybe they would head 
northeast and burn down Rovaniemi, again, in the throes of war. This all seemed so pointless. Tony took notice 


of a single photo frame hanging on the wall. Image of two young boys, smiling. 


"What happened to them? To make you do this?" 


"War.. collateral damage.. so much of it." came the faint whispers. 
Tony had to count to ten so he didn’t blast this man to meet his family again right away. 


"So this is just an empty quest for revenge? You kill everyone else so you would feel better? It doesn't help! 
You should have shot yourself so you could be with them since you have nothing good to give to people! 


People who starve!" 
"I am sending them to a better place this way as welll" 


The room was eerily silent for a moment, the trio was stock-still, Timo with his eyes closed Elias was staring 
at the red button on the control panel. 


"If there was a self-destruct button, you would press it to end all this." By the time he said it, all but one 


camera feed was disrupted. 
The air was vibrating visibly around them and the balding man was staring at them now, wide-eyed. 
"What is that?!" he screeched and if the situation hadn't been tense, Tony would have snorted. 


"Spirits. Spirits of all the people your men killed. They will take you to see your family. After putting you 
through what they felt before they died," Tony growled, the rune bones whirling like a miniature tornado, 
before bursting into flames. As the barely visible spirits lunged at the man, the trio bailed and started to 


search for a way back outside. 


They didn't make it far when they found where Make had gone. The hallway was littered with bodies and 
gruesome new deco on the walls and in the middle of the carnage, lay two familiar figures, huddled close to 


each other. They were still breathing. Elias dragged Marko up as Timo hoisted Henkka at least close to his feet. 


The journey to the doors was agonizingly long, but the duo they dragged regained consciousness well enough to 
cooperate. Jens was waiting for them with Lauri at halfway point and they knew the way out. Tony had lost his 
sense of direction in the labyrinth ages ago. The air was colder and colder the closer they got and after what 
seemed an eternity, they burst out into the yard. Sun behind the clouds had set long ago and the moonlight 
barely lit the white snow alight. They were almost at the hiding place they had left Mikko when a long warning 
horn sounded behind them, the only warning before everything exploded into light and rubble. Tony and the 
others were blasted off their feet by the shockwave, pieces of granite and ice rained everywhere like a lethal 
hail. Heads were shielded and bruises earned, the wolves threw themselves between the explosion and the 


people, though their malnourished bodies weren't much of a protection. 


After the smoke cleared, Tony and Timo uncovered their heads carefully from their arms. Their ears rang, 


their bodies ached from the now-forming bruises, and their eyes were filled with everything the nasty kaboom 


had knocked loose. Everyone else was down, the wolves were all dead. Quickly they scrambled up and checked if 


their friends were alright. 


"Elias? You alright?" Tony barely heard his own voice. The man he called for was startled awake and they 
almost smashed their foreheads together. Tuomas came to help them up and only after a brief headcount of 
people staggering to their feet, did they realize one missing after Tuomas started to clean them up, quickly 
wiping their cuts free of debris. 


"Where's Mikko? He was over there when we went in." Tuomas got up at Tony's words and jogged to search 
the site. He froze by a tree and bowed his head, making them dread what he found. The ruffled, bruised group 


dragged themselves to the shaman and Tommy had to turn away as he started to cry. 


Mikko had protected Rolf from the blast, using himself as a shield, but a jagged piece of ice had flown straight 
at them, hitting the medic in the head. There he lay, half sprawled on top of Rolf, skin almost torn off from 


the side of his face, blood everywhere. 
Marco dug himself out of the snow and crawled to them, feeling for a pulse. 
"They both are still alive." 

They had a tiny sliver of hope 


"What are we going to do now?" Elias asked quietly, taking his gloves off to wipe the blood away from Mikko's 
cheek. He hesitated before touching Rolf's forehead, a thoughtful expression on his face. Tony narrowed his 


eyes. 
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It had been a lucky shot to find a bigger truck from a hangar behind the barrack that had withstood the 
explosion and the "hail of death", and even more luck when they realized the fuel would be enough to take 
them to Rovaniemi. Driving was another matter and it promised a cold journey. Snowmobiles were simple 
enough, but a truck was another ballgame. Thankfully, a few surviving soldiers surrendered and actually agreed 
to take the wheel and join their group. Tuomas had been able to vouch for the soldiers, they were the three 
who had tried helping them while they were in captivity. They had offered to look for a tarp to stretch over 
the bed of the truck and they did manage to cover at least the front just behind the cabin, a few battery- 
operated lanterns giving them light in the darkness. They started the drive after everyone was piled into the 
truck bed and The Free sat huddled in the back below the rim of the sides to keep the wind from chilling them 
further, wrapped in the blankets and mattresses taken from the barracks. 


Elias and Timo both sat close to Rolf, who looked more like a boy than a man, even under all the bruising and 


scabbing wounds. They both held his hands and Elias let Anette squeeze in between them, her talking to him 


softly the whole time. Sometime later, Rolf seemed to stir, to everyone's amazement. 
"Rolfe" Anette asked and rose to sit. 
"ias." 


It wasn't the response they had anticipated, at least for those who didn't know him, seemingly. She turned to 
look at Elias. 


"Your name is Elias, right? You're from Tampere." 


"Yeah.. and years ago... | knew a boy.. whose name was Rolf.. That is a rare name for a Finn.. He lived next 


door..." 
"He was calling for you while he was.. tortured." 


Tony was piecing together everything he had heard. Their pasts were almost a forbidden topic, but maybe it 
would help them all if they talked. "He was the one you mentioned, wasn't he?" he asked over the wind 


"Yes. | thought he had died.. I'm here.. You're going to be fine.." he continued with whispers. 


Tony locked gazes with Tuomas, who gave him a sad smile. He had bandaged the injured up, though his 
handiwork was rather clumsy in their haste, it would do until they made it to Rovaniemi. At least the 
mattresses were softer, but it was still bumpy. One particularly deep bump had everyone clutching anything, 
Emppu, who seemed quite sick himself from the jostling, tried to keep Mikko's head still, as their makeshift 
neckbrace was failing. Another harsh jostle had Rolf crying out as it shifted him and Anette shuffled down by 
his legs to hold them on her lap gently. 


"Its ok.. hold still." 
"what did they do to him?" Tony asked before he could stop himself. 
"terrible things." Anette's voice was barely audible. 
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After an hour's drive, they could see the wrecked Jatkankynttila-bridge in the distance and the more or 
less empty, derelict houses. The settlement was at the fork of the Kemi and Ounas rivers. The place was lit by 
countless torches, and some people were guarding the entrance, they had no weapons though. Only pitchforks 


of sorts. 


"Hey! They are on our side! Our friends just came in today, we are the rest of the group!" Tony yelled at the 
two men guarding the gate could react. 


People came to the gates out of curiosity, when they carried the injured inside. The settlement was huge and 
instead of inhabiting most of the abandoned buildings, they had built their own cottages, goahtis, making a 
neatly organized village. Tony had to smile when Tommy was tackled by his wife. Elias too was reunited with his 
wife and Henkka's family stood nearby, waiting for news. He felt his smile slowly fade when he didn't see any 
other familiar faces. Rolf and Mikko were taken away by people with medical skills, Henkka, Marko and Matias 


were pulled aside by others too, to have their minor injuries looked after, Lauri hovering by them. 


That was the moment when Tony and Timo both noticed tired-looking Jenny arrive at the settlement square. 
Her eyes briefly flickered toward Mikko with sadness. Timo walked up to her and Tony decided to stay away. 
Jani was his friend, not that much Tony's. It wasn't until she motioned him to follow too, did the leader of The 
Free move from his spot by the gates, Tuomas as his silent company. Lines of white-painted log cottages 
stood apart from the main settlement and judging from the subtle blue crisscrosses, they were their 


equivalent of a medical ward. She led them into one cottage. Timo dashed to Jani's bedside as soon as his eyes 


adjusted to the darkness. 
The redhead was pale and his lips bluish, the dark circles under his eyes and faint reddish hue on his cheeks 
spoke of high fever and a sleepless night. The window was open and the reason was obvious. Tony felt cold as 


he watched the older man drop to his knees by the bed, hand reaching out to touch the red hair, face hidden. 


"He didn't wake up..." was the only thing the blonde woman said before leaving, face stony, jaw clenched. Tony 
was left there, standing stock still in the doorway. He flinched when Tuomas patted his shoulder gently. 


"Jani... I'm so sorry.." they heard Timo's broken whisper as the man burst into tears, leaning against the cold 


shoulder. 


Farewell, my passion, you slowly turn pale 
Í will long for your warmth, made me feel sate 
Í will not draw again, ‘til | know its my time 


| have lived a long life, should | draw me.. 


Morning's here, | must have ..failed 
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Epilogue 


Mikko sat under the old tree. It was starting fo develop buds, the snow had melted away and the sun that 
occasionally peeked from behind the clouds had warmed the slightly greenish grass by the tree roots. There he sat 


and watched a family of wolves play, the cubs were sturdy and healthy with fluffy fur. 

"So this is what spring is like. | love it. | never imagined it would be like this. Did you know, Jani?" he asked from the 
figure that stood nearby, his back fo the dark-haired man. The wind was playing with their hair, the fresh scent of 
spring enveloping them in a soft dream-like state. 


The redhead didn't answer nor turn fo the other. 


"Im glad | can share this with you. Or rather, that you share it with me. The wolves are healthy again. Maybe we 


can live in peace here until we die." 


Stil no reply. There was nothing he could say. It was all fine now. There was a future. 
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Tony, Jenny, and Tuomas leaned against the log wall and watched the dark-haired man sitting by the fire, 
wrapped in furs, rock back and forth and seemingly talk to somebody only he could see. His lips moved, but 
they heard no sound. 

"He's still in his own world." Tony said softly. 


"In two years, what he can recover, he recovers. But he hasn't improved in months anymore." Tuomas 
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commented and wrapped his arms around their shoulders. 
"I wonder who he is talking to. Or what he is seeing." 


They fell silent and watched Mikko move about, unseeing what really transpired around him. The right side of 


his face was covered in scars, partially hidden by his hair. 


"Thank you for looking after him," Tony thanked the woman, who just shook her head. 


"| consider it as repaying the debt. He looked after Jani after he was shot. It is only fair | look after him. And 
as much as | hate saying this, Rolf has taken his place as Timo's best friend and Emppu too seemed delighted 


to have someone he can consider as a brother here. We share our grief" 
"And thank you Tuomas, for taking me as your shaman student" 


"You said Jani had faith in you and you might yet become the strongest shaman in the whole of Lapland. There 
is a dormant power within you. All those spirits you said you summoned in the end, speak volumes, you have 
natural talent and it comes out in bursts. And you won't be my only student. Rolf has shown some talent in 


that area too." 


As he spoke, he glanced behind, where Timo and Matias were supporting the young man as he limped towards 


the fire for supper Elias was serving. There was a smile on that face. He would be fine. 


"And... | think | know who Mikko is talking to and who is watching over him in his own little world," the tall 
shaman continued after Jenny had left. "And you do too...” 


Now that Tony focused on it, he saw the air nearby vibrate until Tuomas touched the back of his head and 
the figure became clear. In faded colors, he saw the person there. He smiled at Jani and was rewarded with a 


slight smile back. 

"Do you think spring will come?" he asked no one in particular. 
All the reply he got was a hopeful smile. 

The Dream is alive, | can run up the hills every night, 

Go around and see another side of the tree 

All | want is to be untamed and free, howl and (dream) 

The dream is alive, with the moon on the hils every night, 


Run around and see another side of the dream 
Freedom has a meaning for me, you cant tame me.. 


